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Hogwarts. He was coming soon: only a
few pages away by the self-updating
potions caledar on the wall of Severus
Snape’s laboratory.

Snape would have the rest of July,

when he would brew Poppy’s list for the infir-

month of freedom to finish his private proj-
ects before the arrival of the dunderheads. Then the
latest scion of that rotten stock would be swaggering
r through the halls of what had been to Snape both
f

{ clarity he pictured James Potter, snitch in hand, lording

haven and prison for so many quiet years.

He glared at the calendar, resenting it. With nightmare

it over a new generation, smirking at him from the back row of
the student desks, waiting for the chance to humiliate him once
more. Living through the misery of his student years had been
bad enough: now he would have to relive them, day by miser-
able day. It had been seven years of hell. He had raised the pos-
sibility of a sabbatical with Albus, and had been refused with a
smile and a dozen good reasons.

Restless, he shut down the current potion, and put it in stasis.
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THE ACCIDENTAL GUARDIAN

He was too distracted to work well at the moment. Harry Potter
was coming to Hogwarts, and Snape might as well try to command
the tides as prevent the imminent catastrophe.

Everyone else was astir with excitement. Whispers about
The Boy-Who-Lived rustled through the halls. Not just his col-
leagues, either: even the ghosts gossiped discreetly. The very
portraits were uncommonly active, awaiting the young hero.

Climbing a staircase and stalking quickly down a hall,
Snape scowled at the worst offenders, a gaggle of shrill voiced
witches forever celebrating Beltane. One of them, the sultry,
buxom one with flaming tresses, always made eyes at him
when he passed. Today she blew him a sympathetic kiss. He
did not respond, and felt like lashing out as they commented
on his weakness for red hair.

Minerva was working on the Hogwarts letters today. She
had said as much at breakfast. Like himself, she did not spend
the whole of the summer at the school, but was back and
forth as her duties demanded. Not like Sprout, engrossed in
her gardens for the entire time. No, Minerva had just returned
for the letters.

She had worked out a system that had served her well for
years. Obviously, she did not write each letter herself, but had
the Hogwarts Quill produce them en masse from a template.
All the birds of the owlery hovered nearby, ready to deliver
the letters throughout Magical Britain.

For all that, he thought she looked harassed, after he
knocked and was invited in to her office. Meticulous as she was,
the letters resisted organization: Parchment flew about, folding
itself, flying past the seal. Green ink and purple wax puddled
on the floor, despite her efforts and those of the house elves.

She gave him a sharp glance. “Come to make yourself
useful?”

“I certainly hope not,” he grunted. “I've had all | care for
of making myself useful in the dungeons today. I'm about to
grow bonespurs from all the Skele-Gro I've brewed.”

“Puir wee laddie,” she said, utterly without sympathy, catching
the latest parchment escaping from the Quill, and waving it off
in the proper direction. “Wayward things. | sometimes wonder if
the Quill wants these children here at all”

Snape slumped into a chair. “I can think of one of the little
buggers I'd prefer not to see.”

She pressed her lips together reprovingly. “Pull yourself
together, Severus. He’s only a child.”

“Only The Child-of-Destiny-Who-Lived-to-Rule-All-Hogwarts.
Can you imagine how spoiled rotten he is?”

“I have met Draco Malfoy,” she replied, peering over her
glasses, brows raised.

Snape scoffed, watching the owls catch each whizzing
letter in unfailing talons. “He’s bound to be worse.”

A letter fluttered by, and Snape was distracted by it.
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Minerva was quiet for a moment, letting another piece of parch-
ment fly, and then remarked, “I'm not too sure of that. Who knows
what those wretched muggles he lives with have done to him?”

“Lily’s sister and her husband. | daresay they dote on him.”

“Possibly. Possibly not. | told Albus—" she scowled and van-
ished another splotch of green. “—I told him that | had taken
a look at them, and that they were the worst sort of muggle—
smug and suburban and small-minded. Scarcely a book in the
house, and the two of them slobbering over their own little boy
in a very unhealthy way. It all gave me a very bad feeling”

“The idea of Harry Potter here gives me a very bad feeling. |
daresay Albus had his reasons.”

“Well, obviously the boy’s godfather—” She paused, and a
quick flash of misery spread over her stern face, and was just
as quickly overcome.

“Quite,” Snape replied after a moment of deep and holy satis-
faction. The murderer Sirius Black was safely in Azkaban, where
he belonged, and where he could threaten no one else. It had
taken the lives of thirteen muggles and his friend Pettigrew to con-

vince the wizarding world of what Snape had known for years:

Black was a kille—a violent sociopath without any regard for the
lives of others. If his homicidal tendencies had been nipped in the
bud, back in those dreadful school years... Well, as far as he was
concerned, those unnecessary deaths lay directly at the Head-
master’s door. Dumbledore had viewed Black’s attack on Snape’s
life as a merry prank gone wrong. Snape had known better then,
and did not mind being proved to have been right all along.
Nonetheless, Black had been the Potter child’s guardian, and
with his incarceration, Albus had stepped in, and placed the child
not with any of his eager wizarding relations, but with Lily Potter’s
muggle sister. No one had seen him since, other than a few push-
ing gawkers. No doubt it was intended to keep the boy safe, but
Snape wondered, judging from his own experience, if life in the
muggle world was really a good thing for any wizarding child.
Curious in spite of himself, he asked, “Does Albus visit the boy?”

A letter flew by, and Snape snorted at the address:

_@/Lacv 7%&%

W Marnot
Witls
“No,” Minerva replied, with a disapproving scowl. “No one

has been allowed to visit. | asked if | might, a few years back,

and Albus told me he had promised the aunt to leave them
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alone. Thatdid not speak well for her, as far as | was concerned.”
“I quite agree.” Another letter flew by, lazily spiraling in
the fresh breeze from the window. Snape saw the name, and

summoned it.

T €. Undes the Slaira

Na 4, Privel Dhive

Littte %74/”7’ Ju/z/te?

Snape’s eyes widened. What’s this?

With an attempt at unconcern, he asked, “Does the address
reflect the child’s current location at the moment the letter is
addressed?”

“No,” Minerva answered irritably. “That would be impossi-

bly difficult. It's generally directed to the place where the child

regularly sleeps. Now if you don’t mind, I'm very busy, even if

you're slacking off.”

“Do you read the addresses as you work?”

“I hardly have time!”

Snape studied the heavy yellow parchment thoughtfully,
and set it aside.

How very interesting. The Cupboard Under the Stairs. The
words rattled about in his head, conjuring unpleasant visions,
recalling ugly memories. As a child, he had been locked in a

wardrobe on occasion and he disliked small spaces to this
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day. He thought more seriously about his memories of Petu-
nia: how unpleasant she had been to him personally, and how
bitter and jealous of Lily she became over the years.

She wouldn’t dare—or would she? He snorted. Why not? A
helpless child at her mercy with no one overseeing her...an
opportunity to get a bit of her own back...Lily’s parents long
dead, of course... Dumbledore’s promise of no interference...
There’s no one, absolutely no one to prevent her from treating
the boy exactly as she likes.

“Do you simply send the letters out and hope for the best?”

“What? Of course not. | visit the muggleborn children per-
sonally” She jerked her chin, indicating a small stack of enve-
lopes on the desk. “Otherwise we’d never hear from them.
Where would they find an owl?”

He smirked. “Do you think Harry Potter has access to an owl?”

She saw the letter on the table beside him and glared at
him. “Don’t try to stop the letters going out, Severus. Unpleas-
ant things would happen to you.”

“The thought never crossed my mind.”

It appeared that Minerva was nearing the bottom of the list
of names. The Quill wrote the letters, Minerva signed them,
the parchment fluttered itself dry, and the Quill addressed
the letter. It gathered up a supply list from a waiting pile, and
folded itself neatly. It was then passed under a glass globe

filled with warm purple wax and promptly punched with a

wet and hearty smack that resembled a kiss. If Minerva did
not catch the letter to add to the muggleborn stack, the letter
flew to the waiting owl and was gone in a moment.

The rhythm was almost hypnotic. Snape watched the pro-
cess, thinking about the son of James Potter. Then he thought
about the son of Lily Evans. Then he thought about the poor-
relation nephew of Petunia. If only the child were a girl, he
thought. | could think of a girl as Lily’s more easily.

It was rather pleasing to imagine a young James Potter
reduced to poverty and sleeping in a boot cupboard. It was not
so pleasing to imagine Lily in the same situation. Petunia has a
husband and a child of her own. Perhaps there is some rivalry?
She wouldn’t want her sister’s child to outshine her son the way
Lily always outshone Petunia herself. | wonder if the husband
is a restraining influence. The address would seem to indicate
otherwise. Perhaps this Mr Dursley is a weakling, dominated by
Petunia. The girl was horribly shrill at times—and spiteful, too.

James Potter’s son. The bully’s son bullied in his turn. What
had ten years with Petunia done to the child? Snape grimaced.
Dumbledore behaved as if he had never heard of abused or
traumatized children, and when told of cases, tended to dismiss
them as exaggerations. It was a constant puzzlement to Snape.
Dumbledore had known generations of students, many of
whom arrived bearing mental and physical scars. Only a blind

state of denial could explain the Headmaster’s blithe optimism.
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Perhaps Dumbledore’s childhood was perfectly idyllic, and
he cannot imagine anything else. Ten years in a cupboard? The
boy may be half-mad. He may be neurotic, withdrawn, repressed,
hopelessly damaged. So much for the Boy-Who-Lived. Does
Dumbledore think of him only as a symbol?

It was time to say something, he decided. “I know Lily’s sister
rather well, actually. We grew up in the same town, the Evans girls
and I. Petunia resented Lily from the day she got her Hogwarts
letter. She may not like sending her nephew to Hogwarts. Perhaps
I should pay a call on her and discuss it”

“Really, Severus,” Minerva protested, “the responsibility is mine.”

“But you have all the rest to attend to.”

“They won't be allowed to refuse to send him to Hogwarts,
you know.”

Snape could imagine Dumbledore’s response to anyone
who tried it. “l would imagine not. I'm sure | can make it clear
that that is not an option.”

“Perhaps my appearance might be salutary.”
“Oh, yes, | daresay,” sneered Snape. “Mine, however, might
be even more so.”

She paused in her work, eyeing him narrowly. “You disliked her.”

“I dislike everyone.”
“Don't be too intimidating, Severus.”
“I shall be exactly as intimidating as | need to be.”

She laughed ruefully. “If she really is uncooperative, | expect

you to take young Harry for his supplies yourself. Dumbledore
has his Gringotts key. Do you think you're equal to giving the
grand tour of Diagon Alley to Harry Potter?”

He frowned, and gave her a considering nod. He picked up
the letter adain, careful to keep the address from Minerva, and
thrust it into a pocket. His lips quirked, remembering himself as
a wide-eyed small boy, holding the hand of a small, equally wide-
eyed Lily. It was a precious memory, carefully guarded from the
dgreatest practitioners of Legilimancy. The smiled curdled a little.
It should have been James Potter who took his small son to see
the wizarding world for the first, ravishing, glorious, unbelievable
time. How Potter would have strutted down the Alley, waving at
his friends, making grand entrances as he showed off his heir at
all the shops. Snape pictured father and son lingering over the
Quidditch supplies. But James Potter was dead, and would be roll-
ing—no, thrashing—in his grave to see himself replaced by his
hated enemy. The thought made him feel a trifle giddy.

“Yes,” he answered aloud, feeling cheerful for the first time

in weeks. “I can think of no one better.”
eee9e®

At lunchtime, Dumbledore was quite astonished at Snape’s
involvement in the case: astonished, and perhaps (though this
was well-hidden) not entirely pleased, despite a beaming smile.

“My dear boy, | am so pleased to see you letting bygones be
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bygones. Do you really wish to deliver Harry’s letter personally?”

“I believe it will save time in the end, Headmaster,” he replied,
all of his mental shields in place. “I have no desire to make more
of a to-do over a first-year student than necessary. Besides, | con-
fess a slight curiosity to see Petunia Evans after so many years.”

“If you really believe there will be some difficulty, Hagrid
would be more than willing—"

“I am not afraid of difficulties,” he replied, rather stiffly, “and
| have other errands in the Alley. A brief diversion. As | told
Minerva,” he remarked, nodding in her direction, “I am the best
qualified person: | know the aunt personally, and as a halfblood
who lived in the muggle world in childhood, | can anticipate Pot-
ter's questions and concerns better than anyone else here.”

Albus peered at him, with just a touch of reproach. “I do
hope,” he said gently, “that you are not looking upon this as an
opportunity for an act of retribution on James Potter. While |
know that the two of you had your differences as students, it
would be very, very wrong if you were visit your resentment
on an innocent boy. | daresay young Harry is much like his
father, and that might cause you to brood over wounds that
should have healed long ago—"

Minerva broke in, rather sharply. “They certainly should have,
and you oughtn't to stir the pot by bringing them up again, Albus.
It was very thoughtful of Severus to offer to help me. He was quite

right to point out that Harry will have no way to reply. Besides, it’s

important that someone else understand this process—"

Dumbledore smiled again, and waved a hand to calm her. “Yes,
yes, my dear Minerva. There is much in what you say. It was very
kind of Severus—very kind indeed. Nonetheless, my boy, if you
find yourself too busy this afternoon, it will be no trouble at all for
Hagrid to go.” He gave Snape another searching glance, combin-
ing hope with doubt—a glance Snape had seen all too often.

He grimaced and looked away, attacking his roast beef vin-
dictively. His thoughts whirled. What was the old man at? The
Headmaster’s words had brought to mind how much James
Potter had done to torment him. Minerva’s intervention had
calmed him somewhat, and now he was wondering what
game Dumbledore was playing.

He did not want Snape to retrieve the Potter boy. That much
was clear. However, he did not want to forbid him outright, since
that would be impolitic, as Minerva had already agreed. Despite
his fair words, his demeanor was clearly meant to discourage. In
this situation, it roused Snape’s curiosity. Was there something
wrong with the boy? Something he did not want Snape to see?

Dumbledore had not insisted that Minerva go herself, but
had wished to substitute Hagrid. Why? Hagrid had always
treated Snape well, but no one could accuse the fellow of being
the ideal choice to advise a new student, or to explain the intri-
cacies of the wizarding world. What made Hagrid so desirable?

He was big and imposing, of course, which made Snape
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suspect that the Headmaster did in fact expect “difficulties.”
Perhaps Dumbledore knew a great deal about the boy’s situ-
ation, and that in turned raised a train of thought that Snape
had no time to explore. What else?

Minerva was shrewd and observant, and if there were
something amiss in Petunia’s household, she would pick up
on itimmediately. Hagrid was unlikely to notice silent hostility,
at least, and might not think to mention it. Furthermore, Hagrid
was an ardent old Gryffindor, and vocal about it. Unlike
McGonagall, who was scrupulously fair, he would likely preju-
dice the boy in favor of his parents’ house, and fill the child’s
ears with tales of his father’s shining qualities. Snape vowed
that if he could prevent nothing else, he would make it his
mission to prevent that. And yes, Hagrid was personally loyal
to Dumbledore—all right, fair enough. Dumbledore wanted
the boy to be given the most admiring, laudatory image of
Dumbledore possible. Perhaps it was an old man’s harmless
vanity. It could also mean that Dumbledore regarded the boy
as important enough that he wanted to be able to influence
and manipulate his actions. He had long understood that
Dumbledore believed the Dark Lord would return someday.
There was that cursed, abominable prophecy—

The one that will vanquish the Dark Lord approaches...

The juicy roast beef tasted of dust and ashes. Despite Dumb-

ledore’s dire predictions, Snape personally believed that the

prophecy had already been fulfilled, and thus was of no further
value. As an infant, The Boy-Who-Lived had indeed vanquished
the Dark Lord. Snape wondered if the boy was cognizant of his
status. Since Petunia had not seen fit to capitalize on it in any
way, it was possible—just possible—that he was not.

What would be the effect on an ignorant boy, coming from
the humdrum life of muggles, to find that he was a hero? To
find out that magic was real, and that he was already a famous
wizard? Would he coast through life because of something
that he could not possibly remember, with all his glories
behind him? It would be all too easy to mold such a boy into
the semblance of his reckless, shallow, impulsive father.

On the other hand, if Snape would not step aside in favor of
Hagrid, Dumbledore’s fallback plan might be for Snape to meet
Famous Harry Potter angrily and resentfully, to willfully ignore
any problems evident in the boy’s life—perhaps to maliciously
withhold such information from others. That would inevitably
push the boy toward anyone who seemed to be Snape’s oppo-
site number. By reminding Snape of his most painful grievances,
Dumbledore was subtly encouraging him to do his worst.

Snape hissed at his defenseless plate, realizing that he had
almost fallen in with the old man’s scheme. His curiosity was
now aroused to the highest degree. He must play this care-

fully, seeming to be uninterested, even slightly contemptuous

of the boy—hardly difficult—and yet intent on his duty. He
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would get the key from Dumbledore immediately. He would
probably have to accompany the child to the Potter vault. That
was a bonus. Perhaps he could have a glimpse of the Potter
wealth, the fame of which had been a weapon in James Pot-
ter’s hands. Snape did not care much about money, per se,
but he had often pondered what he could have done with his
life—the places he could have seen, the studies he could have
pursued—had he been as rich as Lucius Malfoy or the Black
Family—or Potter. He certainly would not be endlessly reliv-
ing his wretched youth as a teacher in his old school. Potter
had been rich, certainly—a careless, rich pureblood—so rich
that he could marry a muggleborn witch with no money of her
own and carry it all off effortlessly.

Of course, Lily had been very special. Any other muggle-
born witch would have looked foolish and awkward and out
of place in the circles Lily had married into. Lily had never
looked out of place in her life. If the boy could model himself
after his mother, now, there would be hope for him. Snape
pictured a small head bent over a pile of books: a diligent stu-
dent, not sliding by like his father on charm and raw talent...

Dumbledore appeared to be nearly finished with his pas-
tries. The remains of the overloaded plate of sugary dainties
made Snape a little queasy, as he contemplated the smeared
gobbets of brown and red and pale green. It reminded him of

the aftermath of an Entrail-Expelling Curse.

“I shall need Potter’s Gringotts key,” he announced crisply,
setting down his own fork with a silvery clink.

“Today?” Dumbledore looked at him in incredulity. “Surely
it is too early for Harry to receive his letter.”

Minerva was listening, and swiftly interposed. “No, Albus.
Harry’s eleventh birthday is today. | had planned to send the
letter, but Severus will hand-deliver it. And the sooner the
better,” was her muttered addendum.

Snape refrained from smirking. At times Minerva could be
a cunning and powerful ally.

“Today?” Dumbledore repeated. “His birthday? Perhaps it
would interrupt his aunt’s arrangements for his birthday party.
The boy may be surrounded by his young friends. Hardly a
discreet situation in which to reveal such sensitive information.
Surely tomorrow would be better, Severus—"

“It is convenient for me to attend to this today, and | would
have thought I had established my credentials for secrecy and
discretion.” Snape was tired of games. “The boy can consider
the letter a birthday gift. The key, if you please, Headmaster.”

He looked directly in Dumbledore’s eyes, and thought,
with no attempt to shield his mind, Sod all if I'm going to wait
for morning. Dumbledore’s bushy eyebrows rose in mild sur-
prise, but the key was duly handed over. Snape gave the table
a curt nod and strode away, girding himself to face an old

acquaintance and a noisy children’s party in darkest Surrey.
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CHAPTER 2
"VERY TIME he allowed

himself to forget the mundane, soul-

crushing ugliness of the muggle world,

it somehow forced itself on his notice.

Snape’s journey to find young Potter

was not short. The Headmaster had

not offered him the use of his office floo, and

Snape was forced to take the walk beyond the

Hogwarts dates in order to apparate to London.
Once there, he had to make his way to—

—Little Whinging, he shuddered. What

an unspeakably awful name. The fact that

Petunia would consent to live in a place so

designated spoke volumes about her.

There’s no accounting for lack of taste.

He could not apparate to a place unknown to him. The
train ride from London to Surrey did not improve his
mood. He was ready to be affronted by everything: by
. the vulgar omnipresent advertising, by the sight of roads
packed with vehicles spewing their foulness into the air,
by the shrieks and giggles of young muggles crowding
into the train. Snape bitterly regretted his inability to take

points and assign detentions. The teens, for their part, seemed
to find his appearance a source of diversion and merriment.
Snape sneered at a pierced and tattooed youth, and received an
explicitly rude gesture in reply.

“Bugder off, Dracula!”

The lout’s companions applauded this witticism. Snape
was indignant.

He was not, as his students might have predicted, dressed
entirely in black. For these forays into the muggle world he
invariably dressed in a treasured tweed jacket with leather
elbow patches that he had always thought rather dashing. His
trousers were crisp khaki twill. Only his turtleneck was black.
He had gone to great lengths to blend in with the muggle world.

Unfortunately, there were so many muggle worlds: the
World of Muggle Academics, the World of the Country Gentry,
the World of Working Folk, the World of Layabouts on the
Dole. One never knew into which muggle world one might
be precipitously hurled. Snape was now confronted with the
World of Unregenerate Youth, and the muggle version was
far more uncouth than anything the wizarding world had
spawned. They bellowed and screeched and belched and
farted. Their conversation was composed almost entirely of
obscenities. When they swaggered out of the train, not know-
ing whom they had offended, Snape thought wistfully of what

he might have done to them twelve years before. However, he
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was one of the righteous now, and had to be satisfied with
a surreptitious tripping hex that tumbled the young people
down the steps and onto their faces. Their surprised squeals
and shockingly filthy curses were abruptly cut off by the clos-
ing of the doors. Snape smirked as he looked back at the pile
of thrashing, leather-clad yobs.

The essential balance of the universe was restored. Snape
sat back, smiling faintly until he reached Little Whinging. Even
the intrusive, lilting conversation of the Jamaican-born cab-
driver could not much disturb him. His thoughts returned to his
visit today. He was glad he had made an effort to look prosper-
ous, albeit in a somewhat Bohemian way. Petunia had despised
his poverty in their youth. He was Somebody now, after all.

The cab slowed to a stop, and Snape glanced up.

“Privet Drive?”

“This is the place, mon.” The driver flashed him a white grin.

Snape blew out a long breath as the cab pulled away. Stand-
ing on the kerb, he straightened to his full height and sneered.

This was the World of the Respectable Middle-Class. Oh,

very respectable indeed. It was one of the muggle worlds in

which he did not feel quite at home. Neat, anonymous houses
stood like soldiers at attention, each with a scrap of painfully
tidy lawn. Snape supposed he could have worn something
more formal, but his funds did not run to bespoke suits. If he

were to dress like Lucius Malfoy, he would need Lucius Malfoy’s

vault. Besides, he did not want to look like someone from the
City. He liked his tweed jacket. It gave him a feeling of debonair
individuality, something this dull suburb sorely lacked.

Number Four was before him. There was no sign of a party,
unless the three boys roughhousing in the front garden repre-
sented one. The smallest, however, clearly was not dressed for
festivities, and was digging weeds out of the humdrum flower-
bed. The other two boys were kicking pea gravel into his face as
he worked. Snape scowled, seeing the child’s dark hair and the
ragged, oversized shirt. In his own childhood he had been humil-
iated by the ugly second-hand smocks his mother had given
him to wear. A pureblood herself, she had never quite grasped
muggle style, and had not understood how it pained her son to
look ridiculous. She had not even understood that he did.

He could not waste time on the small boy, no matter how
much the unfortunate child recalled his own youth. The boy
was obviously too young to be Potter. Snape looked instead
at the two bullies. One of them must be The Boy Who Lived,
though he shuddered at the thought.

The fat one—surely not. The features and the blond hair
could not belong to the child of James Potter and Lily Evans.
With a heavy heart, Snape focused on the third boy.

Brown hair—possible. Scrawny—perhaps. Both Lily and
Potter had been slender people, though on this boy it was

awkward and unattractive. Snape swelled with contempt at
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the rat-like features and the hateful expression. He could have
predicted that Potter would ruin Lily’s offspring, even to his
appearance. Snape sighed and made himself walk over to
them. Fat Boy hit the small child on the side of the head with
a plastic box of some sort, and Rat Boy cheered him on. The
child flinched only slightly, and kept digging weeds. This did
not suit his tormentors.

“Hey, Freak!” Fat Boy blustered. “Wanna go with us to the
arcade?”

“Reckon he doesn’t have the money,” gibed Rat Boy.

“He doesn’t have anything,” Fat Boy declared with satisfac-
tion. “He has to work if he wants any dinner. We don’t put up
with shiftless, lazy slackers in our house!” To punctuate his
words, he hit the child again.

“Ow!” The boy objected, “Lay off, Dudders!”

'”

“Don’t call me that, freak!” The plastic box was smashed over
the child’s dark head, and there was an ominous crack. Fat Boy
looked at his box in dismay, and ran howling into Number Four.

'"

“Mum! Mum! The freak broke my Game Boy!” Rat Boy scurried
after him, adding his shouts to the insufferable noise. The small
kneeling boy rubbed his head with one hand, and held himself
upright with the other.

Horrible foreboding trickled down Snape’s spine. He
crossed the perfect green lawn, made so no doubt by vile

muggle pesticides that killed anything but grass.

Taking a deep breath, he asked the boy. “Are you hurt?”

Thin shoulders twitched in surprise, and the boy turned, still
rubbing rumpled dark hair. Snape gasped, looking into green
eyes he had never dared hope to see again in life.

“I'm all right, sir,” was the quiet answer. “He knocked my
glasses off, though. Do you see them?”

Under the wild fringe of black hair lay a scar shaped like a
lightning bolt. No doubt remained. Snape covered his confu-
sion and elevated heartbeat by peering at the ground. He took
another step and winced at the crunch under his boot. The boy
hissed in dismay as Snape reached down to retrieve the glasses.

James Potter had worn glasses, of course: glasses with rims
of pure gold wire. They had been nothing like these monstrosi-
ties. Snape grimaced, seeing he had broken one of the temples.

“Don’t worry,” the boy reassured him sturdily, getting to his
feet. “I can tape it up. Look there—I have to tape them over
the nose all the time.”

“Nonetheless—” Snape began, thinking that this would be a
good opening for a little digging, “—those boys shouldn’t have
attacked you like that. Perhaps | should speak to your parents—"

“I live with my aunt and uncle. Don’t worry about it,” the boy
repeated, shrugging. “The glasses are rubbish, anyway. When the
school nurse said | needed glasses, Aunt Petunia got a pair out of a
box at some charity. At least | can sort of see the board at school now.”

Snape heard himself asking, “Do you like school?”
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“I’'s all right” The boy said noncommittally.

Without needing to consciously use Legilimancy, Snape
heard the boy’s unspoken next words.

“Better than here.”

“Then, | take it,” Snape ventured dryly, “the boy who ran
crying to his mother—the rather large boy—is your cousin.”

There was a faint, almost inaudible snort. “Yes. Dudley is—
rather large.”

“Dudley Dursley,” Snape muttered, thinking about it. That was

Petunia’s son? Snape had not been invited to the Evans home
after his disastrous fifth year, but he managed to hear news
about the family long afterwards. Petunia had married a young
businessman, and gossip further indicated that her prospec-
tive groom was—what was the word?—"stocky?” “robust?”
“big-boned?” “well-set-up?” Snape could not recall the man’s
first name, and wished he had quizzed Minerva before rush-
ing away. At any rate, Mr Dursley was apparently at work and
would not interfere with his conversation with Petunia.

The boy was looking up at him, puzzled. Something about
the slight furrow between the eyes painfully recalled Lily. The
boy, aside from the black hair, looked a great deal like her. His
speech was quiet and polite. Snape was rather pleased with
him. Anything was better than Rat Boy.

The Boy-Who-Thankfully-Was-Not-Rat-Boy said, “Yes—

Dursley. Do you know them?”

“I know your aunt. Or rather—I knew her a long time ago. |
knew your mother, too.” He looked down his long nose, and
assuming a self-possession that he did not actually feel, said, “I
am Professor Severus Snape. You must be Harry Potter.”

The green eyes lit with delight. Snape found himself having
to repress a smile.

“Yes! That’s me! You knew my mum?” The delight faded.

“Was she nice?”

This was asked with some uncertainty. Snape wondered

what Petunia had said about her. Very firmly, he answered,
“Your mother and | were good friends as children. She was a
wonderful girl: very bright and charming. An excellent student,
too. We went to school together.” The boy seemed pleased by
this, and Snape decided it was time to be more forthcoming.
“Actually, that’'s why I'm here.” He pulled the heavy envelope
from the inside pocket of his tweed jacket. “Since you turned
eleven today, | came to deliver your Hogwarts letter.”

The boy stared at him, obviously not understanding. Warily,
he reached for the letter. “This is for me?”

“Yes!” Snape said curtly. “Of course! The letters always
come out in the summer, after the student turns eleven. Have
a look at it, and then we'll go in and make the arrangements
with your aunt.” He forced out, “Happy Birthday, Mr Potter.”

Another smile, somewhat bewildered. “You know it's my
birthday?”
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Snape raised an eyebrow. “Obviously.”

The boy ducked his head, still puzzled, and broke the
seal. Holding his glasses to his face, he glanced over the letter.
Looking up at Snape, his green eyes full of fear and hope, he
whispered, “Is this a joke?”

Irritated, Snape scowled. “Certainly not. Do you think | have
nothing better to do than to play pranks on children? Your name’s
been down for Hogwarts since the day you were born.”

“Hogwarts—" the boy read uncertainly, trying out the
words. “Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.” The
boy narrowed his eyes and asked, “Are you saying that they
teach witchcraft at your school?”

He doesn’t know anything! “We teach Magic, Mr Potter.
Hogwarts is the finest school of Magic in the world. Did your
aunt never tell you about Hogwarts?”

“Never! She and Uncle Vernon have fits if | even say the
word ‘magic!” Are you saying that magic is real?”

“Here.” Abruptly, Snape snatched the broken glasses from
the boy’s hand. He glanced about to see if anyone might be
watching. Seeing no one, he drew his wand from his sleeve
and flicked it sharply. “Reparo!” With a lifted brow, he handed
the good-as-new glasses back.

The boy grabbed at them, and shoved them onto his face.
His green eyes, already wide with wonder, were magnified

ridiculously by the lenses. “That was brilliant! So | can learn
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to be a witch and do things like that?”

“A wizard,” Snape corrected him quickly, glad that no pure-
blood was nearby to hear that socially fatal error. “Men are
wizards, women are witches. And you don’t learn to be a
wizard. You are a wizard, and you will learn to use the magic
that is already within you.”

Harry shook his head, looking very discouraged. “I'm sorry,
sir—Professor Snape. | think you’'ve made a mistake. | don't
think I could be a wizard. I'm Harry—just Harry!”

Snape cocked his head. “Really? | assure you that you are cer-
tainly a wizard. Perhaps you have already done magic. Has any-
thing—unusual—ever happened that no one else could explain?”

A pause was filled with growing excitement. Then—"Yes!”
The boy burst out. “Once when | was running from Dudley
and his gang, | ended up on the roof of the school! And once
| turned the teacher’s hair blue,” he confessed. “I got in so
much trouble for that!”

Snape frowned. “It could not have been your fault. You
shouldn’t ‘get in trouble’ for such a thing.”

“Well, I did. Anyway, there was this time when Aunt Petu-
nia tried to cut my hair—she hates my hair—and it was awful,
and overnight it all grew back!”

Snape was intrigued. Some latent ability as a metamorpha-
gus? We shall see.

Harry’s ¢rin widened. “But the best thing was when we

went to the zoo for Dudley’s birthday. We went to the reptile
house, and Dudley was tapping on the glass and bothering
this snake, and then he went away, and | was talking with it,
and then Dudley and Piers wanted to see, and the glass van-
ished! And the snake got away,” he added.

“You—talked to the snake?”

“Well... yes. He understood what | was saying, anyway. Is
that a wizard sort of thing?”

“Very” Harry Potter is a parselmouth? This astonishing
piece of news was tucked away for further consideration.
What will Albus think?

Instantly he said, “The power to communicate with snakes
is not unknown, but it is a very rare gift. Sometimes unusual
abilities make other people uneasy. | would keep that partic-
ular talent a secret, Mr Potter. It's always handy to know some-
thing that other people don't”

“OK.”

“And now | think it’s time that | had a word with your aunt.”

“I don’t know, sir,” the boy said, looking worried. “All these
things on this list...l don’t have any money, you know. Aunt
Petunia won't like it.”

“How unpleasant for her. | assure you that your parents left
you well provided for.”

This was clearly news to young Potter. “They—" he said

with a nod to the house, “are always saying that I'm stealing
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the food out of Dudley’s mouth.”

“Clearly,” Snape sneered, “you haven't been stealing enough.”

The boy laughed, then: a fresh, sweet sound that once
again recalled happier times to Snape. Favoring the boy with
a benign look that was not quite a smile, he gestured peremp-
torily to the front door. The laugh died on the boy’s lips and he
looked anxiously at the flowerbed.

“What is it now?” Snape asked impatiently.

“I've got to get the weeding done before Uncle Vernon
comes home,” Harry told him urgently. “It'll just take a few
minutes. If he comes home, and I'm not done—"

Aflick of Snape’s wand, and dandelions, thistles, and sorrel
flew out of the ground, roots and all. Another flick, and the
weeds vanished completely.

“Whoa!” Harry breathed. “Magic is really useful! You must
really know a lot!”

Snape smirked, pleased despite himself at the artless
admiration of his old enemy’s son. Take that, James Potter!

With a flourish, he holstered his wand. “And now, if you're
quite ready...”

Harry led the way. “I'd better tell you that it stinks in there.
Aunt Petunia was dyeing some of Dudley’s old clothes grey to
make my uniform for Stonewall High. It looks like somebody
skinned an elephant!”

Snape snorted. “And Dudley is the elephant? | daresay he

would look like one in a grey uniform.”

“Actually, he’s going to Smeltings, Uncle Vernon’s old school.
It's very posh. Smeltings boys wear a maroon tailcoat, orange
knickerbockers and flat straw hats. And they carry sticks to hit
people with,” he added grimly.

“I'd pay a great deal of money never to see your cousin
wearing orange knickerbockers.” Snape considered, and
asked, “Does the idea of not going to—what?—Stonewall
High— disappoint you?”

“Crikey, no! Not if | can learn magic instead!” Harry added,

“Mind you, | wasn't exactly upset at the idea of going to a differ-
ent school. Dudley and his mates always bullied anybody who
wanted to be my friend. And | got into trouble if | ever made
better marks than Dudley, so | learned not to do that quick smart.”

“You shouldn’t let anyone keep you from doing your best,
Snape reproached him, with a teacher’s natural reflex.

The boy looked up at him skeptically, his young face full of
an old man’s cynicism.

Snape thought Albus had much to answer for. “Everything
will be different now,” he said, hoping he was not making
promises that he could not keep.

Harry opened the door for him. Once again, Snape was
pleased by his manners. Lily had had nice manners, except
when furiously angry.

The telly was on. Petunia was not watching it. Instead, she
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was sipping tea: ensconced in a pink armchair and engrossed
by a gossip magazine. Fat Boy and Rat Boy were stuffing their
faces, laughing as a man with a chainsaw pursued a scantily-
clad young girl. Fat Boy looked up, and his small eyes nearly
disappeared as his cheeks swelled in a gloating grin.

'”

“Mum! The freak’s in the house!” He crammed a fistful of
crisps into his mouth. Crumbs spewed out with his taunts.
“You're in trouble now!”

Snape stepped into view. “I believe—not. He’s not in trou-
ble, and he’s certainly not a freak.”

Startled, Petunia looked up, face frozen in shock. The
teacup slipped from her fingers, splashing brown onto the
creamy-pale carpet. She stammered, “It can’t be!”

Snape sneered, “Good to see you too, Petunia. | just
popped by—" he smirked as she winced—"to give Harry his
school letter. We'll be going shopping for his things now. That

doesn’t upset your plans for his birthday celebration, | hope?”

—+

A

+

¥ no kinder to Petunia than to himself. She
had always been a scraggy, gawky girl, much
taller than Lily. Snape had fancied that matu-
rity and motherhood might have softened
her a little, especially in a household where
the child was so blatantly overfed.
Such was not the case. Even had her
expression not been one of fear and loath-

ing, which Snape considered just about

the least attractive on a human face, she
_ would not have been called “soft.” The bones at
jaw and cheekbone and wrist stood out like razors.
Her hard, hateful look shifted downward to her
nephew, and Snape felt the boy recoil. When Petu-
nia glanced back up at him, Snape easily caught a
complacent image of bashing at the boy with an iron
frying pan. He stared back, remembering an episode
with his drunken muggle father and an empty bottle of

gin. He took a threatening step forward.
Petunia squealed and backed away, stumbling. “Dudley

darling,” she shrilled, “take Piers and go to the cinema. Buy
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yourself a treat!”

“But Mum—" Dudley whined.

She made a dash for her purse, and fumbled for some
money. She pressed it into her son’s hand, and screeched,

“Out! Get out! | don’t want you exposed to these freaks!” She
slapped the television off, and placed herself between the
back door and Snape, guarding Dudley’s retreat.

“Crikey!” Piers shouted. “Twenty pounds!”

Even Dudley seemed a little surprised at such bounty, but
he did not stay to protect his mother from this unwelcome
guest. He and Piers were already planning the rest of their
afternoon. The boys exited out the back door, laughing, while
Petunia’s eyes remained fixed on Snape.

Hearing the door slam, she relaxed a little, and shouted,

“He won't go to that place! I won't have it!”

“Petunia,” Snape smirked, “surely you always knew that this
day would come. Harry Potter is going to Hogwarts School—" he
raised his voice to a bellow, “—OF WITCHCRAFT AND WIZARDRY!”
He smirked again as Petunia flinched.

Drawing the shreds of dignity about her, she drew herself
up and declared, “He can’t go. He hasn’t a penny of his own,
and we certainly won't pay the fees!”

“His fees are already paid,” Snape countered. He was not
sure it was true, but he did not want to tell Petunia anything

about the Potter fortune she did not already know. She had

never gone to Diagon Alley, at least to his knowledge, and
would not know how to det at the boy’s inheritance. “He is
going to Hogwarts on September first. We are going to Diagon
Alley to purchase his books, his supplies, and his uniform.”
He dave a great sniff of disgust. “So you see, filling your house
with that appalling stench was quite pointless.” He cocked his
head in Harry’s direction. “Mr Potter, please go to your room
and change quickly into something more appropriate for
shopping than your gardening clothes.”

Harry paused, rather ashamed, now that it came to it, that
someone other than the family might see that he had only a cup-
board. He glanced at Aunt Petunia, whose face was mottled red
and white with fury. He bit his lip. This strange wizard seemed
friendly, but at the end of the day, Harry would still be living here...

“It's quite all right, Mr Potter,” Snape told him quietly, under-
standing the boy’s reluctance in part. He showed Harry the
address on his letter, and read it aloud for Petunia’s sake. “Harry
Potter, the Cupboard Under the Stairs—" Petunia’s eyes widened
in panic”—Number Four Privet Drive, Little Whinging, Surrey.”
He glared at Petunia in contempt. “I know all about it. That’s one
of the reasons I'm here.”

Watching Aunt Petunia from the corner of his eye, Harry
went to his cupboard. Snape’s eyes were on Petunia, too, as he
followed the boy. “However, | would like to verify this for myself.

Would you allow me to have a look, Mr Potter?”
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Blushing, Harry stood back, while Snape folded himself
nearly double, trying to fit into the cramped little closet. Along
with the clutter of dust mops and brooms and pails, there
was a cot mattress, eked out with a ragged blanket on the
floor. Bare wooden shelves held a few neatly folded garments.
There were school papers and drawings—some marked with
his teacher’s praise—taped to the back of the stairs. The light
was a single bare bulb. Far back in the shadows were hidden
the boy’s secret treasures: a few plastic soldiers, a thin pad of
unlined paper, some broken crayons, two dog-eared books
without covers. A sheet of paper, also taped up, proudly
declared this to be “Harry’s Room.” Snape felt his blood pres-
sure rising—at the thought of the vicious woman not twelve
feet away, of the blindly stupid teachers at the boy’s school, of
Albus, who had arranged this travesty.

This was not the bedroom of the pampered Boy-Who-
Lived: it was the lair of a house elf.

Trying to control his face, Snape eased his way out of the
cupboard. “Get changed now, Mr Potter,” he ordered the boy,
his burning glare fixed on Petunia. Harry shut the cupboard,
and there were some soft noises as the boy struggled to
change in the confined space.

Snape kept his gaze on the terrified Petunia. “Don’t say a
word,” he hissed. His wand was in his hand, and felt good

there. His blood was racing. It was like the old days. He was

not sure what he would do: anything could happen. He waited
in menacing silence, while Petunia grimaced and fidgeted.

In less than two minutes, the boy emerged, nearly swim-
ming in an enormous blue sweatshirt and over-sized slacks
held up by a belt that wrapped twice around his waist. He was
still wearing his worn trainers. Snape raised his brows. “Is that
the best you have?”

Harry assumed a look of proud indifference. “They’re
clean. I laundered them myself”

“I daresay you did, Mr Potter. | simply meant to point out to
your Aunt, in case she hadn’t noticed, that these clothes are
clearly her son’s, not yours.” He asked Petunia, “When did
you last buy the boy clothes that fit him?”

Petunia protested furiously, “We never asked to be bur-
dened with him! He’s a millstone around our necks! We can't
be expected to scrimp and save and deprive our own child—"

'”

“Shut up and sit down!” Snape roared, at the end of his
patience. Petunia collapsed onto the couch, mouth open.
Snape snarled at her, “You haven’t deprived that greedy brat
of anything. Listen to yourself, you stupid woman! You're not
talking to some dithering pureblood! It's me! Severus Snape! |
grew up across the play park! I know about child benefits and
I know you would have milked the system for every penny
you could get! I know you must get benefits for this boy, and |

know you must collect a guardian’s allowance for him as well!
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What the bloody hell have you done with it?”

She mouthed a little before answering. “We give him a roof
over his head, the ungrateful brat—"

“Oh, | see,” Snape said mockingly. “Your husband is out of
work. He’s on the dole. You don’'t know where your next meal
is coming from. You just happened to find that big telly over
there!” He barked a harsh laugh at Petunia’s indignant expres-
sion. “Then get a job, you lazy cow! Don'’t steal the boy’s money!”

“I have money?” Harry wondered to himself. This was very
interesting.

Petunia shrieked and threw herself at Snape, hands out
to claw him. Snape hexed her almost lazily. She sat down
abruptly on the couch again, looking shocked. When she tried
to get up, Snape rolled his eyes and hexed her again.

“Immobilus!”

Instantly she was motionless, but for her eyes, blinking rap-
idly in panic. Harry looked up at Snape, very impressed.

“I want to learn that one!”

“All in good time, Mr Potter. First, | want to make some arrange-
ments about your living conditions. Is the cupboard really the
only place for you? Why couldn’t you share your cousin’s room?”

On second thought, he entirely understood Harry’s look of
horror at that idea. Snape hastily went on, “Or is there an spare
room—or an attic—or something that would be better than this?”

Snape felt a little exasperated as the boy looked at the floor

and shrugged. Snape sighed again. “Let’s have a look about,
Mr Potter. Something may come to me.”

He had disliked the lounge on first sight, but some the house
was not at all bad. He admired the spacious kitchen, and the
eating area was pleasant. The back garden was well kept—no
doubt by the boy. There was, however, nothing that looked
like a suitable place for a young wizard to sleep and think and
study. Perhaps he would have better luck elsewhere.

Upstairs were the bedrooms and a large bathroom. The
house was no Malfoy Manor, but it was a comfortable—nearly
luxurious—middle class home. It was infinitely better than
Spinner’s End, and really much larger and more attractive than
the old Evans house where Petunia and Lily had grown up, and
where Snape had often visited. Petunia might well feel she had
gone up in the world. Harry’s “Uncle Vernon” had done his
duty to her, at least as material things were measured.

Nonetheless, Snape felt a certain distaste. Knowing that the
house was Petunia’s had no doubt prejudiced him against it,
and the fussy floral décor did not recommend itself to him.
But there was something else here that put him off. Perhaps
it was something subtle in the smell: some of the stink of the
harsh clothing dye wafting up from the laundry; the odors of
various cleaning fluids and heavy muggle perfumes under-
laid with the inevitable, faint trace of the house’s occupants.

Snape had an extremely keen sense of smell—an essential
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aid in potions-making—and he knew without meeting the
man that he was not going to like Vernon Dursley.

The boy was willing enough to give him the Grand Tour.

“That’s Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon’s room. I'm not allowed
in there—not even to clean.”

Snape stepped in and took in the room at a glance. Good
quality furniture on a rather large scale, everything in muted
blues and greens, a wallpaper he could have done without.
Snape shrugged and followed the boy down the hall.

“This is Dudley’s room,” Harry said, very quietly.

Itwas nearly as large as his parents’ room. A wide bed, shelves
of toys and games, a desk cluttered not with books and papers,
but with electronic gadgets. A large television set was positioned
at the foot of the bed. The room was a disgusting mess: on the
floor by the bed were empty drink cans and discarded snack
wrappers. Snape opened the closet, which was crammed with
clothing, shoes, and obviously unused sports equipment.

Beside him, the boy felt the need to apologize. “I did up his
room this morning—I made the bed and picked up the rubbish
like I'm supposed to, but he was up here with Piers for awhile.”

Snape shrugged. “It's hardly your fault that your cousin is
a pig. Isn’t he capable of picking up his own room? Does he
have any assigned tasks at all?”

Harry shook his head. “If he did, he’d make me do them

anyway. And next door here—this is his second bedroom.”

“Your cousin has a second bedroom?”

Snape stepped to the doorway and looked over the boy’s
head. A small room, nearly filled with old clothes, unread books,
and broken playthings. All together, the things cast aside in here
must have cost Dudley’s parents hundreds of pounds. “Doesn't
he ever throw anything away?”

“Sure,” the boy told him. “This is the stuff he didn’t want to
get rid of” He confided to Snape, “Now and then | can nick
something small that he’s forgotten about. | got my action fig-
ures that way, and my crayons and books.”

There was a single bed in the room, covered with a non-
descript blanket. By the window was a small wooden chair. A
cheap-looking chest of drawers was the only other furniture. The
chair, the bed, and the chest, along with most of the floor, were
piled with Dudley’s rubbish. Snape grimaced. He wondered if at
one time there had been a half-hearted attempt to put together
a room for the unwanted nephew. Or perhaps it was deliberate,
flagrant insult to the boy next to him. This was not even an out-
right box room. There was a bed—of sorts. There was chest of
drawers and a window. It should be the boy’s room, but it was
kept in this state as a continual reminder to their nephew that he
was unworthy of even a decent place to sleep.

The boy was walking away.

“There’s more?” Snape asked.

“The guest room, sir.” Harry opened a closed door.
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A good-sized room, with good furniture, done in neutral
colors. Snape raised his brows. Another unused room?

“Does anyone actually sleep here?”

“Just Aunt Marge” Harry saw Snape’s puzzled frown, and
informed him, “She’s not really my aunt, but | have to call her that.
She’s Uncle Vernon’s sister. She lives in the country and visits one
or two times a year.” This was said so glumly that Snape under-
stood that “Aunt Marge” was not one of Harry’s favorite people.

Snape looked over the room with care. The window was
wide, and the room would get good light in the morning. “I think
perhaps this should be your room. I'll tell you aunt to see to it.”

The boy stared at him in disbelief. “My room? A room for me?”

“Yes,” Snape said briskly. “It's ridiculous that they make a
show of all this space and don'’t let you use any of it. | grant that
the style is a bit feminine, but that can be altered—"

“Aunt Marge wouldn't like it,” Harry warned him.

“I am indifferent to ‘Aunt Marge’s’ opinion. You live here
every day and she does not”

“Please, sir—! If | really did get a room of my own, I—I think
I'd really rather have Dudley’s second bedroom,” the boy told
him in a breath. He looked up at Snape in appeal. “I could put
all the rubbish against the wall, or up in the attic, and I'd be fine.”

“Are you sure?” Snape asked, surprised. “This is a great
deal bigger. The other room is pretty cramped.”

“It'll be fine, sir,” the boy insisted. “I don’t like this room. It

smells like Aunt Marge—and—and Ripper.” When Snape
raised his brows questioningly, the boy explained. “She
breeds dogs. Ripper is her favorite. She likes to set him on me,
and he—" he lowered his voice to man-to-man confidential-
ity “—he pees in the house. They make me clean up after him.
I don’t want a room he’s sleptin.”

Snape sniffed the air experimentally, curling his lip in disgust.
The air was slightly unpleasant, but Snape thought it was mostly
due to the bowl of potpourri on the dressing table, which reeked
of a scent that perhaps Petunia mistakenly believed to be vanilla.
He did not pick up any canine odors at the moment, but sympa-
thized with the boy. Snape was not a dog person himself.

There was no point in forcing something on the boy that had
such unpleasant associations. Snape’s own boyhood room
at Spinner’s End had been no bigger than the room the boy
wanted. Snape had not thought much of it at the time, but com-
pared to young Potter’s cupboard it had been a sanctuary and a
refuge and a paradise of comfort. And it spoke well for the boy
that he was so modest in his wishes. “Very well,” Snape agreed.

“Dudders’ ‘second bedroom’ it is.”

He had seen enough. He turned and descended the stairs
quickly. The boy followed gamely behind, jumping down the
last three steps in one excited bound.

Petunia was still helpless on the sofa. Her eyes widened at

the sight of them. Snape sneered at her.
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“Now listen, Petunia. This is what you're going to do. Listen
carefully, because you're going to be very busy for the next few
hours, but that won’t matter, will it? —As you weren’t planning
a birthday féte tonight. You're going to go upstairs and clean
the room you allow your son to use as his rubbish tip—his
‘second bedroom. It's your nephew’s room as of today. You
may consider it your birthday present to him. Don’t even look
an objection at me. It's obscene that Dudley has two rooms and
Harry has a cupboard. If you weren'’t certifiably insane you'd
see it. Actually, | think you do see it, since you don’t boast of it
to your neighbors. What would the neighbors say if they knew
the truth about you? You pretend so hard to be normal, Petu-
nia, but it’s all a sham. You're not normal at all: you're a sick and
depraved child abuser. You look like you'd like to shake your
head. You know, | don'’t think I'm interested in anything you
have to say. There’s no possible way to defend tormenting and
depriving a child—your own sister’s son. You and your hus-
band aren't satisfied with being criminals yourselves. You're
training your own son to be one too. Don’t—just don't. | saw
him and his friend Rat Boy—"

Harry grinned widely. He was delighted at the sight of
Divine Justice in a tweed jacket; and enchanted by such a per-
fect name for Piers.

Snape continued ruthlessly. “—He’s a bully and a coward,

and well on his way to developing into something of a sadist.

Something to make your maternal heart swell with pride, it
seems. Anyway, we were talking about your day. Get rid of
Dudders’ rubbish, and clean the room—make the bed, scrub
the floors, wash the windows. The furniture is nothing much,
but | have ways of dealing with that!” Restlessly, he paced the
floor of the lounge, missing the sweep of his robes. “I dare-
say you've already spent Potter’s child benefit for the month,
as well as your guardian’s allowance—and all on Dudders or
your trashy magazines or some such tripe. That stops today.
On my return, | expect to receive an envelope containing
cash equal to those two sums. Harry’s benefit and his guard-
ian allowance will henceforth be managed by me. | will open
a muggle bank account for him and you will deposit every
cheque for him in it while he is in school. And don’t cheat,
Petunia. | can add, after all. You looked pained—"
He waved his wand, and Petunia burst into frantic speech.

“I haven’t that much money in the house!”

“Well, you'll just have to tell your husband to get it!” Snape
snarled in her face. “You haven't had any trouble spending it in
the past, have you, you shameless thief? That brings me to Harry’s
Uncle Vernon. When he comes back, you will inform him of the
changes. You will convince him that it would be best to submit to
the new regime. Because, Petunia, if your devoted spouse tries
anything on with me, you'll find yourself married to a cockroach—

up until the moment I crush him underfoot!” Snape stamped his
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boot on the floor, and Harry jumped, eyes full of awe. Petunia
whimpered, hiding her eyes.
Snape found he enjoyed being a Smiter of the Unjust.
“Don’t wait dinner for us. Mr Potter and | have a great deal of
business to transact, and we shall be dining in town. Expect
us around seven or eight, and | can explain things in person
to your husband, if necessary.” With the corner of his eye, he
caught Harry’s doubtful look. Apparently, the boy believed it
would be entirely necessary. “And I'll have a word with Harry’s
cousin, too, and let him know that his days of petty tyranny
are over. It would be so sad, if Dudley started experiencing all
the things you've done to Harry over the years—"
“You can't do this to us!” Petunia screeched. “You lot aren't
allowed to harass decent people! I'll call the police—"
Snape’s eyes brightened. His lips drew back in a terrible grin.
“You do that, Petunia.” He strode to the telephone, and picked
it up, shoving it at her. The receiver crashed to the floor. Petunia
flinched back, hands in front of her face. Snape felt his anger
building. “You just do that! Go on! Call the police! Show them the
hideyhole you kept your nephew in! Show the rags you peeled
off your great pig of a son to dress him in! Show them the glasses
you found for him in a rubbish tip! Then try to explain to them
how you used the boy’s money! After they finish working your
husband over—the policemen I've known really, really, don't like

child abusers—they’ll move on to the formal part of your pun-

ishment. The two of you will be lucky if you get out of prison in
less than ten years! Abuse—neglect—misuse of government
monies—I hope your husband has relatives who can take your
precious Dudders in, because you won't be seeing him until he’s
all grown up!” Snape smirked at Petunia, who had backed away
in horror. He cocked his head. “Perhaps it is | who should be call-
ing. Shall 1?” He started to punch in a number.

“Don’t!” Petunia bleated. She wrung her bony hands, and
looked about her, as if hoping for help. She saw the open
cupboard, and her eyes narrowed just a little. She glanced at
Snape, thinning her lips.

Snape loved being a Legilimens at times like these. He
flicked his wand again, slamming the cupboard shut. “And
don’t think you can hide the evidence. No one but Harry or |
or the muggle police will be able to open that door. We'll keep
the scene of that crime pristine for the authorities.” He looked
down his nose at the trembling woman.

“Meanwhile, no more chores for Mr Potter. He'll be much
too busy getting ready for school. | do see the value of assign-
ing responsibilities to children, but you clearly can’t be trusted
with any power over your nephew at all. I might suggest that
your son do his share, but | wouldn’t dream of usurping your
parental authority. You're doing just fine destroying your son’s
life by yourself.”

She began to sob, now, and Snape felt some mean satisfac-
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tion. Of course, it was perfectly clear to him that she was not
sobbing out of shame or remorse, but because she was angry
and helpless, and felt terribly hard-done-by, not being able to
torment her nephew as she liked. Snape felt something else
needed to be said, but first—

“Mr Potter, would you wait outside for me a moment? | have
something else to say to your aunt, and it’s not for your ears.”

Green eyes wide, Harry left the house, closing the door
softly. Snape suspected that he was doing his damnedest to
eavesdrop. Snape certainly would have, in his place.

Snape caught Petunia’s upper arm in an iron grip. She yelped
as he dragged her close—close enough that he could hiss in her
ear, with no fear of Lily’s impressionable child being shocked.

“The next time you need household help, you evil bitch,
hire a maid!” He shoved her away, and she fell back, sprawl-
ing on the rug, her skirt riding up over knobby knees. “You're
pathetic. If you’d been hit by a lorry, Lily would have treated
Dudley as her own—"

Petunia scrambled to her feet, and swung a slap in his
direction. She missed, and stumbled into him. He grabbed her
arm again, just at the place he had already bruised. Petunia
cried out in pain, and then shrilled a wild laugh.

“Still carrying the torch, are you? Oh, you and your Saint
Lily! What a laugh! Lily wouldn’t have let a mere muggle under

her roof! None of her family were good enough for her after

she went to your freak school! | didn’t care—all you freaks
deserve each other! I'm alive, and she’s dead, for all her
magic and her airs, and being so very special. I'm alive and
she’s dead! You're the one who's pathetic—pining after a girl
who only put up with you out of pity! She dropped you quick
smart when she got her claws into Potter—"

Snape threw her onto the couch, and drew his wand. She
gasped with fright, and opened her mouth to scream.

Snape whispered, “If you scream, | will curse you. Do you
understand? Nod. Good. If | ever hear you use the word “freak”
again, | will curse you. If you or your husband or your son
insult or injure Potter again, | will curse you.” His glare blazed.

“And if you ever say Lily’s name again, | will fucking kill you. Are
we clear about things now? Yes? All right, then. I'm off”

He strode to the door, and turned.

“But I'll be back.”
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CHAPTER 4

D

HE BOY was waiting for him.

At the sight of Snape emerging from
the Dursley residence the green eyes
brightened, and Snape received a
wide grin of greeting.
“You really let her have it! You must not be
afraid of anything!”
Snape could not let pass such an opportunity
to suppress embryo Gryffindorishness. “A wise

man, Mr Potter, learns to gauge danger. Fear can

be a useful tool and should not be dismissed.
However, your aunt is only a muggle, and cannot
possibly pose a threat to me.”

“What's a muggle?” Harry squinted, taking in
the new word.

“A person without magic—someone who is neither

a witch nor a wizard nor a magical creature. Most of
) the human beings in the world are muggles. Britain’s
magical population is less than fourteen thousand.”

The boy was listening intently, very eager to understand

what Snape was saying. They walked companionably down the
street, as Snape looked about him for a discreet apparition site.

There! At the end of the street there was a blind corner, shel-
tered by a wing wall. Unless someone was directly on the walk in
front of them or driving past, they could not be seen.

“Step over here a moment, Mr Potter.” He gestured to the
spot. “It took me some time to find you, but now that | have
been here once, | shall always be able to come and go by magi-
cal means. We are going to apparate to Diagon Alley, and we
don’t want muggles to see.”

The boy did not hesitate to obey him. Snape was quite grati-
fied. He had expected the boy to be arrogant and willful, but
Snape now understood that this Potter could not be his father—
notthe rich, adored James Potter, his parents’ long-awaited only
child. This boy had been a pupil in the hard school of life—as
had Snape. Potter might indeed be hesitant to trust adults, con-
sidering his guardians, but their strange meeting had dispelled
what suspicions the boy might have about authority figures—
or at least about Snape personally.

They stepped into the shadows. Snape glanced at Harry and
then frowned. He did not want the boy to be a laughingstock,
nor did he wish to be seen with a laughingstock trailing after
him. It was too much like his own past.

“Mr Potter, before we go, | think | must do something about your

clothing” Snape was quite good at charming clothes to fit properly.
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Those charms had been among the first he had learned, when
he could no longer bear his housemates’ mockery. In very short
order, the blue sweatshirt was shrunk to fit Harry’s thin body.
Snape noticed the belt holding up the enormous slacks.

“Remove the belt, Mr Potter. It would not do to reduce its size
when itis wrapped around you twice. It might squeeze you in two.”

“Eww,” Harry muttered, quickly unbuckling and removing
the worn strip of leather.

Snape adjusted the slacks, taking care of the details that mat-
tered. The baggy knees and stubborn stains were spot-charmed
away. Snape had Harry hold up the belt, while he carefully
measured Harry’s waist with his eyes. The leather of the belt
was polished a fresh brown with a shoe-shining charm. When
Snape had finished, the boy looked, if not well-dressed, at least
neat. Finally, Snape cast a “Scourgify” at the rotten trainers.

“There’s nothing more | can do about the shoes, I'm afraid.
Shoes are a tricky business. Much better for you to buy new ones.”

“But sir!” the boy protested softly. “I haven’t any money yet!
Don’t we need to wait until Uncle Vernon gives you that gov-
ernment money?”

“No more questions now,” Snape answered impatiently,
eager to be gone. “I must hold fast to you while we apparate,
Mr Potter. This may be unpleasant.”

“What's does ‘apparate’ mean?—Whooooaaa!”

The familiar compression, the moment of utter oblivion, and

then Diagon Alley was all about them. The boy beside him stum-
bled, and then nearly twisted his head off, trying to look in all
directions. “Whoa!” Harry repeated, more softly. Then he watched,
fascinated, while his new professor adjusted his own appearance.

First, what looked like a black handkerchief was pulled
from a pocket of the tweed jacket. Quite suddenly, the hand-
kerchief became a large buttoned garment, and it was slipped
on, hiding the muggle clothing. Snape scowled at the sight of
khaki showing under his robes, and spelled the slacks black
temporarily. He would need them to be their normal color
when he went back to Surrey. He noticed the boy grinning in
delight, and gave him a nod.

“Welcome to Diagon Alley, Mr Potter.”

eeee®®

He was very much his mother’s son, Snape decided. The boy
was a fountain of excited questions, but for all that, tried to be
polite and not stare and point at sights that clearly amazed him.

“Where do we go first? Harry asked.

“To Gringotts, the wizarding bank,” Snape answered, strid-
ing along confidently. “Your parents, as | told you before, left
you provided for. We will use your money there for your
school needs.” Thinking a little more, he added, “Since your
guardians do not seem to know about your inheritance, |

think it would be wise if you said nothing about it, don’t you?”
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The boy nodded grimly. “Or Uncle Vernon would want to
getat it

“Precisely. It's none of their affair. If they ask you how you
came by your things, you can tell them that there is a fund for
poor students. The fund exists, so it is not a lie—" Too well
did Snape know it existed—"but you need not tell them that
you did not make use of said fund.” He raised a brow, with a
faint, conspiratorial smile.

Harry smirked, pleased at the idea.

The huge white building was before them. Snape whis-
pered, “The bank is administered by the goblins. Very clever,
very fierce, and very prone to take offense. Do not stare, and
speak courteously.”

The boy’s eyes were very wide as they passed the goblin
guard in his scarlet and gold. He nodded back when the goblin
bowed. Once inside the bronze doors, they approached the
silver inner doors, and Snape heard the boy whispering the
inscription under his breath—

“ENTER, STRANGER, BUT TAKE HEED
OF WHAT AWAITS THE SIN OF GREED...”

His eyes were huge. Snape remarked, “It's very secure. The
goblins have a reputation to uphold.” He bent down and mur-
mured, “They have dragons guarding the lowest levels.”

The boy’s face lit with delight. “Real dragons?”

Snape nodded gravely in assent. Slowing his stride to allow

the boy time to look, they passed down the long marble hall
to the counter. A goblin looked up enquiringly.

“Good day to you,” Snape said, “We are here to make a
withdrawal from Mr Harry Potter’s vault.”

“You have his key, sir?”

“As you see.” Snape presented the small golden key for the
goblin’s inspection.

There was a pause for scrutiny.

“That seems to be in order. | will have someone take you
down to the vault. Griphook!”

Snape secretly enjoyed the whizzing, dizzy rides through
Gringotts. He had not experienced one until he was given his
position at Hogwarts and actually had money. This ride, down,
down, left, left, right, down, was far longer than anything he had
previously experienced. It made sense. The Potter fortune was
an old one, and the vault would be deep in the Gringotts cav-
erns. The boy beside him, all innocent of his family history, was
clearly having the time of his life. He twisted about eagerly.

“I never know—" the boy called out, “—what’s the differ-
ence between a stalagmite and a stalactite?”

“Stalagmites on the bottom,” Snape called back, remember-
ing a muggle school lesson from long ago. “Stalactites hang
from the roof. They hold “tite” or they’d fall!”

A sweet boy’s laugh, dissipating into the air rushing past them.

At length the cart stopped beside a small door in the passage
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wall. The goblin unlocked the door. Harry bounded from the
cart, and Snape followed more slowly, trying to hide his anticipa-
tion. He'd always wanted to see this kind of treasure for himself.
Green smoke billowed out of the doorway. As it cleared
Harry gasped in wonder. Snape caught the glint of gold, and
waved the last of the smoke away, standing behind the boy.

“This is mine?” Harry breathed.

“Yes, sir,” the goblin Griphook answered, rather indifferently.
“Will you be wanting a bag, or did you bring your own?”

“A bag, please,” Snape answered quietly, giving the boy a
nudge. They entered the vault. It was a room of stone and metal,
some twenty feet by twenty feet. The ceiling was not quite so
high—perhaps no more than ten feet, Snape guessed. Inside
were piles of gold, silver, and bronze.

“All mine!” Harry wondered. He grinned at Snape. “All
the times the Dursleys complained about how much | cost
them—I had all this buried deep under London!” He picked
up a piece of gold, and fingered it curiously.

Snape looked at the coins. It was a decent sum—but—
He strode to the door and whispered urgently to the goblin.
“Does Mr Potter have another vault?”

The goblin cocked his head. “This is the Potter vault. There
is no other”

“I thought—perhaps—that this might be a trust vault, since

Mr Potter is a minor.” The goblin’s expression was chilly and
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imperturbable. Snape tried again. “This is it?”

“This is the Potter vault. There is no other,” the goblin replied stonily.

“I think Mr Potter will need a statement of his assets today.”

“You can pick one up at the counter as you leave, sir. It will
show today’s withdrawal, as well.”

“Excellent.”

Thinking hard, Snape stepped back into the vault, where
the boy was still playing with the shining coins. Teacher mode
was best at the moment, as he struggled to contain his disap-
pointment and confusion. “The gold ones are galleons,” he
lectured. “Seventeen silver sickles to a galleon, and twenty-
nine bronze knuts to a sickle. The wizarding world can’t do
things the easy way, so don’t expect decimal systems here!”

Meanwhile, his mind was in a whirl. This is it? The fabled Potter
fortune? Where are the jewels, the magical artifacts, the weapons,
the crystals, the property deeds? — the cupboards of family silver

and the trunks of codices and scrolls and grimoires and family led-

gers? He looked again at the piles of coins. A decent sum of money.

It will get the boy through school very comfortably, but no farther.
| know that James Potter boasted that he would never have to
work for a living. Where the bloody hell is the rest of it?

He controlled his face, and gave the boy the bag and helped
him fill it with plenty to buy his supplies and the few extras
Snape thought important. If this really was everything, Mr Potter

would need be taught to husband his resources carefully. None-

theless, he would see that the boy made the most of this first,
most memorable visit to Diagon Alley.

“That should do very well,” he declared, straightening. “We shall
obtain a statement of your holdings before we leave, Mr Potter.
This money must last you through all seven years of Hogwarts.”

Another wild cart ride. Snape smiled faintly at the boy’s
whoops of joy, still puzzling over the fallen fortunes of the
House of Potter. Had that idiot James really gone through it all
before he was killed? Wasn’t there a manor house somewhere?
He knew that Potter’s parents had taken in Sirius Black when he
was disowned. And then, too, Potter had told everyone about a
summer home in the south of France and a hunting lodge in the
Highlands. Lily and Potter had been living in some cottage in a
place called Godric’s Hollow at their deaths, but that had been
a hiding place only. His face cleared. That must be it! There is
a house—or houses—somewhere, and the treasures are kept
there. Dumbledore will know. Not wanting to spoil the boy’s
delight in his little windfall, he said nothing about it.

The statement was duly delivered, and Snape frowned
over it, folded it carefully, and pocketed it. They would need
to set aside a place for the boy to keep important papers.
Perhaps in his trunk— “Where have you been sending the
statements?” Of course there were statements. Snape himself
received one quarterly from Gringotts.

“They are sent to the Headmaster of Hogwarts,” the goblin

e R N

L ]
i g,




.

THE ACCIDENTAL GUARDIAN

at the counter answered blandly. “Would Mr Potter prefer
that they be sent to him directly?”

“No!” Harry whispered. “The Dursleys will see them!” He
told the goblin. “Send them to Professor Snape, please. He
can give them to me. It’s safer.”

The goblin queried Snape with a dubious look, but Snape
nodded and led the boy away.

“Where to now?” Harry asked eagerly.

Snape had thought about it, and led him down the street,
past Eeylops Owl Emporium, to a little door with a brightly
colored sign hanging above it.

IRIS FORSYTE, OCULIST

“I'm getting new glasses?”

“Don’t you think it would be a good idea?” Snape asked silk-
ily. “I'm sure you want to do well at Hogwarts. It could be an
advantage to actually see.”

The boy snorted, and smiled wryly.

The door opened on a narrow stairway. They ascended to a
sunny room where a snowy-haired witch greeted them.

“Good day to you! | am Madam Forsyte. Professor Snape, |
believe. And who is this?” She smiled down at Harry and saw
the scar. She gasped.

Snape did not want a scene. “Mr Potter needs something
better than muggle eyeglasses, Madam. | have heard that you

are talented—and discreet.”

“Of course!” Her smile softened, and she took them into
a little examining room. “Let’s see what you have, Mr Potter.”
She handled the much-mended glasses with trepidation and
disgust, tutting to herself.

There followed a quarter-hour of meticulous testing. Harry
found it was not much like the eye exam the school nurse at Little
Whinging Primary had given him. He stared into colored crystals,
and then three drops of a potion that Madam Forsyte discussed
with Professor Snape were placed in each eye. He read differ-
ent sized printing from cards, but then she also had him look at
a picture of a unicorn in a forest. To his amazement, the unicorn
moved, and Madam Forsyte asked him questions about when
he could see it best: first with his right eye, and then with his left.
She took out her own wand (which was shorter than Professor
Snape’s) and did spells on him. Nothing hurt, and Harry found it
possible to lie back quietly. It would be nice to have better glasses.

“I would like you to rest your eyes for five minutes, Harry,”
Madam Forsyte said. “I'm going to talk to Professor Snape in
the next room. Please try to keep your eyes shut, because it will
help me fit you better. If you fall asleep, that’s fine.”

Harry could not imagine sleeping when everything around
him was so exciting, but he dutifully closed his eyes. In seconds,
her unseen little charm had worked, and he was asleep. Snape
followed the oculist out to the other room.

“He certainly needs something better than those!” she said,
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glancing scornfully at Harry’s glasses. “Muggles must be very primi-
tive if that’s the best they can do!” She bit her lip. “I don’'t mean to
offend, but part of his problem appears to be due to nutritional
deficiencies. He needs supplements right away, or his eyes will
deteriorate badly starting in his twenties.”

“I shall see to it. He’ll have a complete physical examination
at Hogwarts. What kind of eyewear do you recommend?”

“He’s been living with muggles?” the witch muttered angrily.
“Who thought that a good idea?” Giving herself a little shake,
she said, “I could actually reshape his eyes and improve his
vision, but that would take a few years, and require that | fit
him with lenses on the surface of his eye.”

"

“What the muggles call ‘contact lenses.” Snape nodded.

The witch sniffed. “These are a great deal better than the
muggle article. They’ll last a year, so you'll need to bring him
back next summer for another examination. You should let
your mediwitch at school know that he’s wearing them, in
case he has an eye injury. They are fairly expensive, and so
not everyone can afford them.”

“How much?”

“Fifty galleons apiece.”

“Done.” Snape did not bother to haggle. They were medically
necessary, first of all. If the boy’s vision could be salvaged, it

would be outrageous not to do so. The more he thought about

it, the more he liked it. Without his glasses, Harry Potter did not

look much like his father James, except for the unruly dark hair.
Yes, all in all, it was an excellent idea.

They discussed the potion dosages in more detail, and
returned to the examining room to wake Harry.

“Contact lenses?” the boy asked doubtfully. “Would | need
a special case for them?”

When it was explained that the oculist would apply them
and leave them in for a year he was more open to the idea.
Snape told him, “I think it would be best, Mr Potter. These
lenses will actually correct your vision, over time. Furthermore,
your glasses make you vulnerable. With these contact lenses,
however, you needn’t worry about lost or broken glasses if you
go flying.” Or are in a duel, Snape thought to himself.

“Flying?” Harry asked, distracted.

“And you will see much better,” the oculist added firmly.

Harry smiled nervously. “All right then. Does it take a long time?”

“Just a few minutes. You don’t want any special colors, do
you? Not with those green eyes of yours?”

“Certainly not,” Snape answered. He did not want Lily’s eyes

to be hidden from him. “Clear lenses are far more practical.”

eeeeoe®

Another quarter hour found them back in the Alley. Harry
blinked a few times, a little bewildered by the clarity of the

world before him. Then he turned to Snape.
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“What was that about flying?”

Snape sighed, and resigned himself to a brief explanation
of Quidditch, the wizarding passion for the game, and the use
of brooms. They walked past QUALITY QUIDDITCH SUPPLIES,
and Harry craned to see over the heads of some red-haired
older boys who were discussing an object called the “Nimbus
Two Thousand.” It did not look exactly like a broom to Harry,
who had some acquaintance with them, but as they walked
away, Snape assured him that wizards and witches were
indeed able to fly on them.

“Could | go back and get one, sir?” Harry begged.
“On your letter it clearly states that first years are not allowed
to bring broomsticks. However,” Snape relented grudgingly,
“you will all be given flying lessons. If you find you enjoy it, per-
haps you can budget some money next year for a broomstick of
your own. By that time you will know enough to choose wisely.”
“That would be super!”

Snape pulled out Harry’s supply list. “You need to make
your purchases for school, not worry about Quidditch.”

Harry read, “—Three sets of plain work robes—black—"

“Yes, let’s get you dressed for the wizarding world,” Snape
agreed.

He took Harry to Madam Malkin’s and told the proprietress
curtly, “Hogwarts: full kit, and labels to be charmed later.” No

need for the witch and her shop assistants to start fawning on

“Famous Harry Potter.” To Harry, he said, “I'm going to the other
side of the shop to pick up a few things for myself. When you are
finished, wait here for me,” he pointed at a bench, “until | return.”

Harry was hurried to the back of the shop by the kindly, squat
witch. “First year, dear? Don't worry—got the lot here—and
another young man being fitted up just now, in fact”

He stood on a stool, letting the witch slip a black robe over
his head and then start pinning it to fit. A gangling red-haired
boy was beside him, grimacing.

“First year, too?”
“Yeah.”

The boy looked at him doubtfully. “You're pretty small. Are
you sure you're eleven?”

Harry tried to stand taller. “I'm eleven today.”

“Oh. Well, then, happy birthday.”
“Thanks.”
They were quiet, as they turned and lifted their arms. Then
the other boy said,
“Know which house you'll be in?”
Harry had no idea what he was talking about. “No, | don't”
“All my brothers have been in Gryffindor. | don’t suppose
Ravenclaw would be too bad, but imagine being in Slytherin.
I'd just leave, wouldn’t you?”
“Hmmm.” Harry grunted, turning. He wanted Professor Snape to

come back and tell him what the boy meant by “houses.”
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Another silence, and the boy asked, “Do you have your
own broom?”

“No. | wish I did.”

“Do you play Quidditch?”

“No.”

Harry could see that the other boy’s opinion of him had gone
down considerably. “Well,” said the redhead, condescendingly,

“my brothers and | play Quidditch all the time at home. We have
our own pitch. Charlie was Seeker for Gryffindor and the twins
are Beaters on the house team now. | plan to try out myself—not
this year, of course—" he added hastily, “—but someday.”

“It sounds like fun. | heard they give us flying lessons.”

“Yeah—I—" the boy’s eyes widened and he said, “Look
there! That’s got to be the scariest man I've ever seen!”

Harry looked, and saw Professor Snape’s head above a rack
of dress robes. He was talking to an assistant, who was sorting
through a pile of white linen. Snape saw Harry smiling at him,
and acknowledged him with a nod. Harry told the boy, “That’s
Professor Snape. He teaches at Hogwarts.”

“I've heard of him!” The boy answered, horrified. “He’s the
head of Slytherin! Fred and George think he’s a slimy, greasy
git, and people say he’s a dark wizard, and he used to be in
league with You-Know-Who.”

“I think he’s brilliant,” said Harry coldly. “He’s helping me

”»

get my school things.

“Is he?” asked the boy, with a slight sneer. “Why is he with
you? Where are your parents?”

“They’re dead,” said Harry shortly. He didn’t feel much like
going into the matter with this boy.

“Oh—sorry,” said the other boy, a little embarrassed

Madam Malkin said to the redhead, “That’s you done, my
dear. Just the one new robe?”

The other boy hopped down, muttering. “Yeah, mum'’s fixing up
some of my brothers’ for me.” He looked back at Harry.

“Reckon I'll see you at Hogwarts, then.”

Harry nodded, and fidgeted impatiently while the witch fin-
ished. He was astonished at how fast his clothing was ready, and
by the time it was all finished and paid for, he had a huge, soft
bundle waiting on the bench beside him. Just as he was wonder-
ing how he would carry everything, Professor Snape appeared
and shrank the bundle down to toy size.

He put it in a pocket, and said to Harry, “Now let’s see to
your books.”

As they walked together, Snape noticed the boy’s happy
expression had clouded. He had seen the gingery hair of the
other boy and presumed that Harry had met the newest Wea-
sley to go to Hogwarts. What had the Weasley boy said to him?

“Professor Snape?”
“Yes, Mr Potter?”

“What do they mean by “houses?”
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CHAPTER 5

—e
NAPE GRIMACED it the

boy’s question. He wanted to tell the

f boy about Hogwarts in his own way,

without the boy being given notions by
someone else.

“Do you mean “houses” at Hogwarts?”
Snape asked Harry.

“Yes, sir. That boy at the clothing shop said
that his brothers were in Gryff—Gryff—"

“Gryffindor]” Snape pronounced impa-
tiently. “All Hogwarts is divided into four

g houses. The houses each have dormitories and a

Common Room. Your house is your family while you
are at school. The houses are Slytherin, Ravenclaw,
Hufflepuff, and Gryffindor.”

“My letter didn't say which house | should go to, sir.”
“That is decided when you arrive at Hogwarts,”

Snape said, trying not to be annoyed at the subject. It

was a reasonable enough question. “Here is the book-

store. We will purchase your supplies first, Mr Potter,
and then have dinner. | promise to answer your questions then.”

“OK.” Harry hoped he would find out what a “dark wizard”

was, too. It sounded kind of neat.

On hearing that Harry was a first year, the clerk at FLOUR-
ISH AND BLOTTS presented him with a stack of books. Harry
wanted to look around, and Snape was inclined to indulge
him a little. It was a disgrace that the boy had never been
encouraged to read at home.

Harry was soon excitedly studying CURSES AND COUNTER-
CURSES by Vindictus Viridian. “I'm trying to find out how to
curse Dudley.”

“Understandable, but you are not allowed to use magic out of
school while you are underage, unless in very special circum-
stances. | will deal with the Dursleys myself. On the other hand,
the book is really not a bad introduction to dueling spells. Buy it
if you like, but read through your assigned texts first”

He left Harry to pay for the books, and sought out three
more books that might be of use to a boy who had only today
discovered he was a wizard. He bit his lip, undecided, and
then paid for them himself. He spotted Harry and presented
the books to him: SO YOU'VE FOUND OUT MAGIC IS REAL! by
Charity Burbage; HOGWARTS, A HISTORY; and THE TALES OF
BEEDLE THE BARD.

Tapping the cover of the first book, he said, “Read this
before anything else. It explains a great many things that stu-
dents raised among wizards take for granted. This will tell you

about wizarding customs, social rankings, how your magical
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education prepares you for jobs in the magical world, and
also how the Ministry of Magic operates.”

“There’s a Ministry of Magic?” Harry asked, surprised.

“There is indeed. It is our government, and it would be wise
to know our laws, especially those that pertain to dealings
with muggles.”

“What are these others, then?”

“The first will tell you about the school which will be your
home for the next seven years. Hogwarts is a thousand years
old. You can imagine how much lore has accrued over the
centuries. As to the last—you might call it a book of fairytales,
but they are stories known to every wizarding child in Britain.
They’ll give you a bit of light reading, and also help you under-
stand your fellow students’ background.”

“IfIl be great to have books of my own. I've only got WIND IN
THE WILLOWS and THE STORY OF THE TREASURE SEEKERS now.”

“Well, these are yours. You can take them home and commit
them to memory, if you like, and no one can ever take your
education from you.”

Harry looked briefly depressed. “I'll try. | want to do well, but
everybody’s bound to know more than me.” He looked at the
floor and muttered, “I bet I'm the worst in the class.”

“Unlikely,” Snape told him quietly. “Your mother was one
of the top students of her year—remarkably talented both in

Charms and in Potions—and she grew up in a muggle family,

too. The old wizarding families may talk all they like, but I've
never noticed that children from their families do significantly
better than the muggleborn—or the halfbloods.”

Seeing that Harry was puzzled by these terms, he said
briskly, “I'll explain about that later. For now, it is enough for
you to know that how well you do in school lies entirely with
you. If you study your books and apply yourself, | am certain
you will be worthy of your mother.”

“I'd better pay for these now, sir.”

Snape said stiffly, “I have already paid for them. You may
consider them a birthday present.”

“Thank you sir!” The boy seemed astounded that anyone
would give him a present. It was depressing, but considering
Petunia, it was entirely possible that birthday presents were
something that only “darling Dudders” received. “I promise
I'll study them really hard!”

“Then that will be all the thanks | require,” Snape acknowl-
edged. He shrank the books and put them away.

“Was my father a good student, too?” Harry asked as they
stepped out of the store.

“He was—" Snape considered what to say. Faint praise
might be better than an outright attack. “He was not as out-
standing as your mother, but he had some talents of his own.
He was a good student of Transfiguration, and a good quid-

ditch player. In time, you will discover your own particular
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strengths as a wizard.”

“What did you like best in school, sir?”

“I was very interested in Defense Adainst the Dark Arts and in
Potions. | am currently the Potions Master at Hogwarts.”

“Hmmm,” Harry considered. “What sorts of things can you
do with potions?”

Snape burst out passionately, “You can do everything with
potions! They are the subtlest, the most versatile, the most com-
prehensive of all the magical arts! Come now, here’s MacMillan’s
Magical Supplies. You need a cauldron—"

“To make potions in?”
“What else?”

Once in the amazing shop, Harry gazed admiringly at a

solid gold cauldron. Snape rolled his eyes, and declared,
“Pewter, Mr Potter. You will need years of training before you
make the sorts of potions that require a gold cauldron.” The
proper cauldron was selected, along with a nice set of scales
that Harry clearly found intriguing and the necessary vials.
The standard-size collapsible telescope completed their pur-
chases there, and then it was on to the apothecary, an old
acquaintance of Snape’s, who gave Harry a special price on
his best-quality ingredients, as a favor to the Professor. Harry
hung back, staring at silvery unicorn horns.
“Come,” Snape gestured, “we still have much to do.”

“Are those real, sir?” Harry asked. “They have amazing stuff here!”

Snape’s impatience softened slightly. “They do indeed,” he
agreed, with a parting nod to the apothecary. “Very likely we
shall be returning to Diagon Alley at least once before school
begins, and you can spend more time examining his stock then.”

“I'd like that.” Harry told him.

Snape allowed himself a smug little smile. “Here is the
shoemaker. You should order something decent to wear with
your uniform.”

Harry was measured by a harried shop assistant. He was
informed that they were extremely busy, but that a pair of
black ankle boots—the last word in fashion for the discern-
ing young wizard—would be ready in a week. They would
be water-proof and scuff-proof, and could expand magically
somewhat to fit his growing feet. And they would be made
with beautifully patterned chupacabra leather, especially
imported from Central America.

“Not cheap,” Snape told Harry when they left the shop, “but
an extremely good investment.”

“I don’t suppose | can wear them when I'm not with wiz-
ards and witches, though,” Harry said. Rather wistfully, he
remarked, “Maybe if Uncle Vernon gives you that other
money, | could buy a new pair of trainers. I'd like to have a
new pair of those when I'm at home.”

“New muggle clothes and shoes would certainly be wise

purchases,” Snape agreed. “We can do that another day.”
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Harry looked up quickly, immeasurably reassured by the
fact that Professor Snape was talking about return visits. So
much of this seemed like a dream that Harry feared he would
wake up and find himself in his cupboard again.

Another small shop, the stationer’s, was next, where Snape
helped Harry choose notebooks and a ream of parchment.
The shop smelled of dust and ink. Snape informed Harry that
he should purchase a good supply of black ink, as well as
plenty of quills.

“We write with quills?” Harry asked anxiously. “| don’t know
how to do that. Why don’t we just use biros?”

“Tradition, I'm afraid,” Snape shrugged. “You'll need a pen-
knife, too—one of those over there—yes, the little ones. You'll
need to learn how to trim your quills.” Seeing the boy utterly at
aloss, he told him, “I'll show you how. You have an entire month
before school begins. Your mother was worried about the quills,
too, but she picked it up fairly quickly. There is a trick to writ-
ing with a quill. Here.” He added a little calligraphy pamphlet to
Harry’s purchases. “To help you learn how to make your letters
with a quill. And here. A planner. Your mother always used one.
It will help you keep track of classes and assignments.”

The boy was studying the planner like an explorer discovering
a new world. Snape observed, “I daresay you found it rather dif-
ficult to do homework in a cupboard. We'll make certain you have

a desk in your new room. Sometimes there are homework assign-

ments to be done over the summer.”

“I'd like to have a desk.” Harry smiled. “l could draw there and
everything! Aunt Petunia always had Dudley use the kitchen
table when they did his homework, but | wasn't allowed. A desk
of my own is better, anyway.” He glanced at the pamphlet. “My
handwriting is awful. | guess it wouldn’t hurt to start over again
on that. It’s sort of like drawing, too.”

“It is, rather. Good handwriting will make life easier for you
at school.” And it will make life infinitely easier for your teach-
ers, he forbore to say aloud. “Now,” he muttered, half to him-
self, “All that remains is the wand.”

He led the boy back down the street. As they passed EEYLOPS
OWL EMPORIUM, Harry paused, watching a beautiful snowy owl
flutter to the shop window. It perched and looked out at him,
holding the boy’s green eyes with her yellow ones.

“She’s gorgeous,” Harry breathed.

“Yes, very nice, Mr Potter,” Snape said, hardly paying atten-
tion, “Owls are useful creatures.” He realized that Harry was
still standing in front of the window, and retraced his steps to
collect his charge. “But we really haven’t time to shop for pets
today. Perhaps when we come for your shoes we can see if
there is a creature you fancy. It might be best if your new room
were prepared to receive a pet first.”

“Good idea,” Harry agreed, turning his head to see the owl

as long as possible. “It says on the letter that | can have an owl.”
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“Or a cator atoad.” Snape thought it a bit absurd for the boy
to waste his money on an owl, but he had had so few plea-
sures in his life...”Ah—here is Ollivander’s. He’s an outstand-
ing craftsman. Come along, come along,”

They stepped from the bustle of the Alley into the solemn
silence of the wand shop. Snape shut his eyes, letting the scent of
polished wood, of citrus oil, of dust and time and magic bring back
to him that long-ago day when he stood here in the boy’s place.

“Severus can go first!” Lily told her mother, trying to be polite.
She whirled, bright hair snapping, nearly dancing with excitement,
shiny black shoes tapping a light rhythm as she paced restlessly.

Mrs Evans was bewildered by Diagon Alley, but in the end,
she had been forced to ¢o. Mum had promised to take him
and Lily, but had put them off for nearly two weeks with one
excuse or another. She was feeling poorly, she was too busy,
she needed more time to get the money together. Finally Mrs
Evans had come to the house with Lily one morning, and told
Mum that they were going today, and wouldn’t she like to come
along? Mum had stared at them, and then gone to the kitchen
and taken a hidden roll of bills from a flour sack.

“Here.” she said curtly, thrusting them into Mrs Evans’ hand.
White powder sifted down onto the floor. “You! Severus! Go
along with Mrs Evans now, and see that you mind her. You
want to be a wizard? Here’s your chance!” She turned her back

on them, walking away, back to the kitchen table. She slumped

into a chair, head in her hands. Under her breath, she mut-
tered, “We’ll see how you like it.”

Severus knew that Mrs Evans was doing her best for him,
stretching his bit of money as far as it would ¢o, adding some of
her own when she thought he wouldn’t notice. He did notice it, but
he swallowed his pride and feigned ignorance. He had to have
enough left for a good wand, even if his cauldron and his scales
and some of his books had been Mum’s first.

“No!” he whispered, in awe of the shop piled high with oblong
brown boxes. Somehow they made him think of coffins. “No,” he
repeated, a little frightened. “Ladies first. | know that.”

“That’s very nice of you,” Mrs Evans praised him, pretending that
she wasn't rather frightened herself. The sudden appearance of the
silver-eyed old wizard did not seem to do much to reassure her.

But Lily was not frightened. She stepped forward boldly to
meet Mr Ollivander, and laughed a bright, friendly laugh as
she was measured and questioned and tested. In due course,
there was a fountain of golden sparks, and Lily was the pos-
sessor of her own swishy willow wand.

“A nice wand for Charms work,” Mr Ollivander informed Mrs
Evans. “I wouldn’t be surprised if your daughter showed con-
siderable talent for the subject.”

“Charms. How nice,” Mrs Evans ventured weakly. Snape caught
Lily’s eye, and they shared a secret grin. Mrs Evans didn’t under-

stand anything about magic. She thought Charms were something
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for young ladies to learn in finishing school.

And then—"Severus Snape. It seems only yesterday that I
was selling a wand to young Eileen Prince. Ten inches, cypress...”
It took quite a time to find the right wand. Snape felt like

sinking through the floor, terrified that Mr Ollivander would

description of Lily’s wand, and then of James Potter’s wand.
Snape had known them both well enough, and briefly won-
dered what had become of them. He looked up suddenly,
seeing that Ollivander had brushed the boy’s hair aside and

was touching the lightning-bolt scar.

find nothing suitable for the son of a muggle and a witch who ..."I'm sorry to say | sold the wand that did it,” Ollivander was

had turned her back on her family. Mrs Evans was kind to saying. “Thirteen-and-a-half inches. Yes. Powerful wand, very
bring him here, but her patience was starting to show, and Lily powerful, and in the wrong hands.. .well, if I'd known what that
was wild for some ice cream— wand was going out into the world to do...”
“Severus Snape,” whispered a reedy old man’s voice, Snape saw the boy’s alarmed expression and interrupted. “A
“twelve inches, the last of my special ash tree, heartstrings of wand for Mr Potter? So we can see what he can do?”
a particularly nasty Hungarian Horntail. A strong wand, good “Yes, of course. Let me see.”
for dueling. It is still satisfactory, | hope?” Snape watched the measurements with a cynical eye, won-
“Entirely,” Snape answered, returning to the present. “| am dering how much was simply showmanship to impress the
assisting a new student today.” children. A long succession of wands was attempted, but Olli-

Mr Ollivander came forward, full of wonder. vander snatched them back almost as fast as he put them in

i -..:\r:“"-' i i i

“Harry Potter!” he declared. “I thought I'd be seeing you Potter’s hands. It was taking quite some time, and Snape could
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see the boy was getting tired.
Probably hungry, too, he thought. He might not have had

soon.” He stepped forward into the late afternoon light, study-
ing the boy before him. “You have your mother’s eyes.”

“I do?” Harry was surprised. No one had ever told him he lunch. Or breakfast. I've got to get the boy some dinner before
resembled either of his parents, other than in being a worth- he faints from hunger. Not the Leaky Cauldron, though. Not yet.
less freak. He glanced up at Snape for confirmation. Snape Ollivander, however, was energized by the challenge. At
responded with a tight grimace that served as a smile. length he muttered, “Tricky customer, eh? Not to worry, we'll
“Yes. Your mother had green eyes.” find the perfect match here somewhere—I wonder, now—

Lost in thought, Snape paid little attention to the old man’s yes, why not—unusual combination—holly and phoenix




feather, eleven inches, nice and supple.”

No sooner had the boy taken the wand in his hand than a
stream of red and gold sparks shot from the tip. Light danced
on the shadowed walls. The boy’s face filled with delight. He
grinned at Snape triumphantly.

“Didn’t | tell you that you were a wizard, Mr Potter?” Snape

inquired archly. Red and gold. A hint of a sorting into Gryffindor?
Or is it simply a manifestation of the phoenix core?

Ollivander was watching the boy with a wide, pale stare.
“Oh, bravo! Yes, indeed, oh, very good. Well, well, well...how
curious...how very curious...”

Impatiently, Snape bit out, “What is curious?”

“Ah, Professor Snape. | remember every wand I've ever sold.
Every single wand. It so happens that the phoenix whose tail
feather is in Mr Potter’s wand, gave another feather—just one
other. It is very curious indeed that he should be destined for
this wand when its brother—why, its brother gave him that scar.”

“My scar?” Harry burst out. “I don’t understand—"

Snape hissed at Ollivander, “You are worrying the boy,
Ollivander. What brother?”

Ollivander’s memories were far away. “Yes, thirteen-and-a-
half inches. Yew. Curious indeed how these things happen. The
wand chooses the wizard, remember...I think we must expect
great things from you, Mr Potter...After all, He-Who-Must-Not-
Be-Named did great things—terrible, yes—but great.”
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“Thank you so much,” Snape grunted, wanting the boy out
of the shop instantly. “How much?”

The seven dalleons were counted out, and Snape hustled
his charge away with a light push. Under his hand he could
feel the boy’s thin back, the bones light as a bird’s. Snape fan-
cied he could feel a shiver. Once out in the sunlight, he found
he could make himself sound reassuring.

“I think a hearty dinner would do us both good. Don’t worry
about Ollivander’s Delphic ravings. I'll explain that bit of the-

atre when you have some food in front of you.”

A CHAPTER 6
N THE END, Snape

decided that they would have

dinner in the muggle world,

: where they were unlikely to be

@ recognized and interrupted. He doffed
his robe and tucked it away, returned his

slacks to their proper color, and saw that

)\

; \

A / the shrunken purchases were secured in
/
)

a nondescript bag. There was a pleasant

place in Bloomsbury he knew, and at only
a few minutes past six, they were at the restaurant,
being shown to a table.

‘ Snape noticed the boy handling the menu rather
gingerly, and realized that he might never have been
allowed to choose a meal before. “Have what you
like, Mr Potter.” Seeing the boy’s continuing hesitation,
Snape told him, “My treat.”

“Thank you, sir!” The boy was favoring him with a grate-

ful smile. Snape felt rather nervous, since such expressions

| were notoften directed at him. A pretty young woman came

to take their order, making the boy blush.

Snape asked, “Well, what do you want?”
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“Oh—T’ll have whatever you're having” The boy said it
quickly, trying to be nonchalant.

With a smirk, Snape observed, “It’s fortunate for you, perhaps,
that I'm not in the mood for pig’s trotters tonight. The cottage pie
here is always good. I'll have that,” he said to the girl.

“I like cottage pie,” Harry said, eyes shining.

“Cottage pie for both of us,” Snape said decisively. “A lager
for me and milk for the boy. We'll order our desserts later.”
Sure enough, the boy’s grin grew even broader. “It's your
birthday, after all.”

“Is it your birthday, love?” cooed the waitress. “How old are
you, then?”

“Eleven today,” Harry told her proudly.

“Well, a happy birthday to you!” she smiled back.

When she had gone her way, Snape took a deep breath. “I
promised to tell you what you want to know, Mr Potter, but
first I must ask you this: has your aunt ever told you what hap-
pened to your parents?”

Harry studied the worn wooden table. “Just that they were
blown up in a car crash, and that they were frea—"

“Don't say it!”

“—they were like me,” the boy said softly.

Snape scowled. “First of all, you must always remember that
your aunt is a liar. Never believe anything she says. Don't forget

that, but do forget anything that she might ever have said about

your parents. Your aunt was horribly jealous of your mother
when they were girls. She was jealous because your mother
was smarter and prettier—and because she was a witch.
Apparently Petunia has never got over her disappointment at
not being invited to Hogwarts, and so she takes it out on you.”

“Aunt Petunia wanted to go to Hogwarts?” Harry was amazed.

Snape sneered. “I know for a fact that she wrote a letter
to the Headmaster, begging him to admit her. He refused, of
course—kindly—but it was still a refusal, and Petunia was
devastated. Perhaps that is why she tries so hard to pretend
to be perfectly normal now—to compensate for how much
she longed for magic when she was a girl.”

“I suppose | should be sorry for her,” Harry reflected. There
was a questioning tone in the words.

“Don’t waste your pity on her. She certainly has shown you
none. Anyway, Petunia is a liar and your parents certainly
were not killed in a ‘car crash.’ I'm not sure that James Potter
was ever inside a muggle motor vehicle, and I'm certain he
wouldn’t have had a clue how to drive one. The Potters are an
old wizarding family, and James Potter grew up as a wizard
among wizards. He met your mother at Hogwarts and they
were married shortly after they finished school.” He took a
deep breath, preparing for the harder part of the story. “When
we were in school, there was trouble in the wizarding world.

A very powerful, very evil wizard had gathered some follow-
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ers and wanted to force his ideas on everybody else. He used
terror and violence to frighten people.”
“Were my Mum and Dad afraid of him?”

"”

“They would have been fools not to be!” Snape shot back,
more sharply than he meant to. “When we were at the wand
shop, Ollivander talked about ‘He-Who-Must-Not-Be Named.
Others called him The Dark Lord. Even saying his real name
could attract his attention.”

“What was his name?” Harry asked, full of curiosity.

“I'll say it once, Mr Potter, and never again. Don’t ask it of me.
He called himself Voldemort. Lord Voldemort.”

“Voldemort,” Harry repeated softly.

“Don’t make a habit of saying it. It brings back too much. He
was truly terrible—certainly Ollivander is right about that.
The Ministry was nearly helpless against him. The Dark Lord
struck where he pleased. Only Hogwarts was safe, where
Albus Dumbledore was—and is—Headmaster. Your mother
and father would never have followed The Dark Lord, and on
Halloween night, ten years ago, he hunted them down.”

He paused, feeling ill. The waitress came, bringing them
their drinks.

“Drink your milk,” Snape ordered quietly. Harry nodded
and began to sip at it.

“It's good,” he murmured. “I don’t et milk very often.”

“I'm going to see about some nutrient supplements for you.

You've been on short rations too long.” Snape took a long
swallow of lager, and went on with the story. “All this must be
horrible for you to hear. | assure you it’s distressing to tell you.
The Dark Lord tried to kill you too, after he had attacked your
parents. But something went wrong.” He gave a bitter half-
smile, and took another drink.

“You would think, with all the times he had used the Killing
Curse, that he would have perfected it, but something hap-
pened. No one is sure quite what, but it appears that some-
how the curse rebounded. It hurt you, of course, and left your
unusual scar, but it destroyed the caster.”

“So he’s gone.” Harry said, thinking about it. He looked up
and narrowed his eyes. “He is gone, isn’'t he?”

“Good God, | hope so,” Snape said feelingly. “He lost his
physical form, at the very least. Perhaps his powers, too. No
one found a trace of him. There was a flash of light—"

Harry dasped, “The green light! And a laugh!”
Snape stopped and stared. “How can you possibly remember?”

“I don’t know. I just did. I think I've dreamed about the green
light sometimes. And a kind of high, cruel laugh.”

“The Killing Curse shines green. However,” Snape said,
more briskly, “there was an explosion that destroyed part of
the cottage. His body was never found. Perhaps he was no
longer human enough to die—he had undergone unspeak-

able rituals in his attempt to make himself invulnerable and
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immortal. In vain, it would seem. If he were able to come back,
I’'m sure he would.”

“What did Mr Ollivander mean about my wand being the brother
to that evil wizard’s wand? How can a wand have a brother?”

“Ollivander simply meant that your wands share a very
similar core. It's nothing for you to worry about. Ollivander
told you he only uses unicorn hairs, dragon heartstrings, and
phoenix feathers for cores, so many wands have similar cores
anyway. In your case—and the Dark Lord’s—well—your
wand cores come from the same phoenix. And after all, that is
not so surprising, since phoenixes are rare birds indeed.”

“So you don'’t think there’s anything bad about my wand?”
Harry prompted him anxiously.

“Certainly not. Phoenixes are noble creatures. Any evil done
by the Dark Lord’s wand came from the Dark Lord himself. You
have a splendid wand, and | have no doubt it will serve you
well. Ollivander is such an old drama queen.”

Harry giggled, and gulped down more milk.

The girl came with their food: cottage pie done properly,
rich with meaty gravy and the mashed potatoes on top deli-
cately browned. A basket of breadrolls was set temptingly
near to Harry, along with all the butter he could possibly want.
The girl smiled at Harry, who was too nice a boy not to smile
back, despite having just heard the story of his parents’ deaths.

“At any rate, that's what happened,” Snape told him, begin-

ning on the potatoes. “You were found in the wreckage and
taken to your only relatives. The Dark Lord was gone. Some of
his followers went to prison, and some awoke from the spells
he had used to bind them. There was celebration all around,
except for those of us who—thought the price very high.”

“I wish he had started on me first,” Harry said after swal-
lowing a bit of beef. “He would have been blown up and my
parents would have lived.”

“Who can say? You should know, Mr Potter, that what hap-
pened made you very famous in the wizarding world. People
speak of you as ‘The Boy-Who-Lived.”

“I'm famous?”

“Indeed you are.”

“l don’t see why,” Harry grumbled. “It's not like | did any-
thing. More likely it was my Mum or Dad who did something
to protect me, or Voldemort—"

Snape hissed in acute discomfort.

“—Sorry—that evil dark lord who messed up. Why should
| be famous? | was just a baby!”

“I agree that it's unlikely that you were the one responsible.
Nonetheless, you survived, and since no one else has ever sur-
vived the Killing Curse, it impressed many people.”

“Whatever,” the boy muttered, digging into his dinner. “This
is really good, sir.”

“ltis, isn’'t it?”

el




.

THE ACCIDENTAL GUARDIAN

eee0o®®

They ate, and talked, and ate. Harry managed to finish every
bit of his cottage pie, and he enjoyed his breadrolls, lavished with
lashings of butter. Snape ordered him another milk.

He was saying, “YoU'll find the wizarding world both like
and unlike the muggle one. There is magic, but people are still
people. Witches and wizards can do amazing things, but there
is still stupidity and snobbery, and cleverness and kindness.
There are all sorts of ideas and customs that will seem strange
to you, which is why | bought Professor Burbage’s book for you.”

“Do you know her?”

“She teaches Muggle Studies at Hogwarts. | doubt that you
will take the class. It is intended for those who know nothing
but the wizarding world.”

“I wish there was a class for people like me.”

“Well, History is supposed to take care of that, but unfortu-
nately—" Snape snorted. “Unfortunately, the teacher is a very
dull ghost—"

“A real ghost?”

“A real ghost. He simply never stopped teaching. I've often
wondered if he was as dull when he was alive. A course on
the wizarding world has been proposed from time to time—"
Snape did not think it was the right moment to explain why

Dumbledore rejected Lucius Malfoy’s annual suggestion. “—

but nothing has come of it. Thus the book. Still, there are things
I can tell you that would have been too controversial for print.
Just as there are social classes in the muggle world, there
are different groups in our small wizarding world. There are
purebloods, witches and wizards who are descended from
other witches and wizards. They consider themselves the
wizarding elite. Not everyone agrees. There are halfbloods,
who have a magical parent and a parent of muggle extraction.
And then there are the muggleborn, whose parents are mug-
gles, and who have no immediate wizarding ancestors. You
will find that some people in the wizarding world set a great
store by blood and ancestry.”

“Am | a pureblood?”

“No. It sounds odd, but you are technically considered a
halfblood, since your mother was muggleborn.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. She was a witch.”

“I don’t make society’s rules, Mr Potter. A pureblood’s grand-
parents must all be witches and wizards. There is a certain
degree of prejudice against the muggleborn. Your mother was
sometimes annoyed by rude remarks when she was at school.”
Snape fidgeted a little, remembering one instance all too well.

“Why don't they like muggleborns?”

Snape grimaced. “It's complicated. Some of it is ignorance.
Some of the most vocal muggle-haters have never actually met

a muggle. Some of it is offended pride when the muggleborn
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don’t bother to learn our customs and traditions—another
reason | want you to read the book | gave you. On the other
hand, there is a genuine fear of the muggle world in some
quarters. We keep ourselves secret, for we must never forget
the terrible time of the witch hunts. There are still plenty of
muggles who would cause us harm if they knew we existed.
Or they would try to enslave us, and harness our magic for
their own purposes. | myself think that we are better off keep-
ing ourselves unknown and separate from the muggles. Since
the muggleborn have muggle relatives, there is concern that
our security could be compromised by careless gossip.”

Harry nodded. “If Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon thought
that anyone would believe them, I'll bet they’d tell. Except that
they’d be embarrassed.”

“Is your Uncle Vernon any more reasonable than Petunia?”

Harry raised surprised eyebrows at him.

Snape cleared his throat. “I take it that your expression
means that ‘reasonable’ and ‘Uncle Vernon’ should not be
mentioned in the same breath.”

“He hates me,” Harry said with perfect conviction. “And he
can yell a lot louder than Aunt Petunia.”

“Does he ever hit you?”

“Not much. | think,” said Harry, frowning at the thought, “I
think he’s afraid to. Not because he’s afraid of me, mind you,

but maybe he’s afraid he’d kill me if he ever let himself go. And

then he’d be in trouble. He likes it when Dudley hits me, though.”

Snape scowled, and finished his lager. The waitress was
coming to clear the table. Harry shifted uncomfortably.

“Sir, | have to go. | mean—" he jerked his head in the direc-
tion of the loo.

Snape waved him away.

The waitress smiled on Snape now. “Your son is such a
sweet lad.”

“Ah—hmm—he’s—" Snape was confused, yet strangely tri-
umphant. | hope you heard that, James Potter!

“We have a lovely chocolate torte. Do you think he’d fancy a
bit for his birthday? | can put a candle on it and all.”

“Thank you. That would be very nice.”

Harry was enchanted by his elaborately decorated slice of
cake, and even more by the single candle shining just for him.
This had been the best day he could remember, hands down. If
only they didn’t have to go back to Privet Drive...

“You were going to tell me about the houses, sir,” he
reminded Snape.

“Yes.” Snape was enjoying the torte himself. He consumed
chocolate only infrequently, but now and then there was
nothing quite like it... “The houses of Hogwarts are an old
tradition, handed down by our Founders: Salazar Slytherin,

Helga Hufflepuff, Rowena Ravenclaw, and Godric Gryffindor.

They built Hogwarts for the purpose of protecting and edu-
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cating the young witches and wizards of Britain. Each founder
prized certain traits in their students, and those traits today
are the basis of how you are sorted into your houses.”

“What traits?”

“Well—Gryffindor prized courage above all else, and today
Gryffindor students are conspicuous for bravery. Rowena
Ravenclaw was a scholar, and her favorite students were the
most studious and intellectual. Helga Hufflepuff respected
hard work and loyalty, and those are the trademark Hufflepuff
virtues. And Slytherin—well, Salazar Slytherin was proud of
his students’ ambitions, and encouraged them to use their
wits to achieve their goals.”

“So Slytherins are ambitious?”

“Certainly.”

“That boy in the shop made it sound like Slytherins were
horrible. He said he’d just leave if he had to be a Slytherin.”

“Did he indeed? He can leave and welcome, if he doesn’t
value ambition. Without a drive to achieve, there would be
no new discoveries; life would be static; nothing would be
accomplished. Many Heads of Department in the Ministry are
Slytherins.” Conscious that he was not being completely forth-
coming, and that it could come back to haunt him, he added,

“To be honest, however, there is another Slytherin tradition.

Since Salazar Slytherin was unsure of the wisdom of admit-

and halfbloods are sorted into the house.”

“So some of them are snobs?”

Biting down his first reply, Snape managed a more mea-
sured answer. “There are all sorts of snobbery, Mr Potter. |
must admit that the evil wizard | told you of was in Slytherin
himself. That certainly does not mean that every Slytherin
is an evil witch or wizard, or that evil witches and wizards
have never come from the other houses. The boy to whom
you were speaking comes from a long line of Gryffindors,
and there is a long-standing rivalry between Gryffindor and
Slytherin. You agree that ambition can be a good thing?”

“Sure”

“As do . However, all the house traits can be good or bad,
depending on how one uses them. Ambition to achieve can
be good, but one might have an ambition to be a successful
criminal—or a Dark Lord. Loyalty is all very well, and society
could not exist without it, but what if that loyalty is directed
at an unworthy object? After all, many Germans were loyal to
Adolf Hitler. Do you see what I'm getting at?’

“Yes, sir.”

“Diligent study can be good, but not if one wastes one’s life
studying something ugly or worthless. And courage—" he
paused, remembering the daring of the Marauders—"Courage
is praised in song and story, but courage without reason or jus-

tice is only the courage of a wild animal, or a bully.”

ting the muggleborn to Hogwarts, generally only purebloods
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The boy frowned again, scraping the last of the icing from
his plate. “So none of the houses are bad.”

“Certainly not. All of them have their good points. It's how you
express your ambition, loyalty, studiousness, or courage that
makes the difference. And of course, it’s ridiculous to think that
everyoneinahouseis the same. Everyone is mixture of the house
virtues. Some Gryffindors are loyal, and some Ravenclaws are
brave. Hufflepuffs can be ambitious, and Slytherins can work
very hard—when all else fails.” He smirked slyly.

Harry laughed. “Which houses were my Mum and Dad in?”

“Oh, Gryffindor, the both of them. | suspected your mother
would be, of course. She was absolutely fearless. And since
many Potters have been in Gryffindor, it's not surprising that your
father was too. You'll find that houses seem to run in families.
Sometimes | wonder if children are too concerned about disap-
pointing their parents. All the Weasleys have been Gryffindors.
That redheaded boy at the shop, | believe, is a Weasley.”

“I don’t think I'm very brave. Do you think my Mum and Dad
would be disappointed if | weren’t in Gryffindor?”

“I wasn't close enough to your father to say, but | do know that
your mother would be very proud of you, no matter what your
house. She would want you to be in the house that suited you best.”

“How do you get put in a house?”

Snape’s smirk grew conspiratorial. “That, Mr Potter, is a

secret. You'll know, soon enough.”

CHAPTER 7

leave the restaurant. His throat was thick
with the cool, rich milk, and with talking—
talking more than he ever had in his life

before tonight. It was simply super, sit-

i ting with someone who understood about him and

didn’t shout and didn’t shove and didn't call him
@ names. Aunt Petunia always made a point of “warn-
ing” his teachers about him each year, telling them

that he was a troublemaker and a liar. After that, even

the nice ones looked at him with a little suspicion.

\/ Not Professor Snape, though. He knew Aunt
v Petunia was the liar. He had stood up to her—he
had towered over her and made her listen to him.
He had shown Harry a whole new secret world—a

world where Harry Potter belonged. He had promised

Harry that he would have a room of his own and that
) hewould go to Professor Snape’s magic school, instead
of to Stonewall High. So far, so—great!

But what will Uncle Vernon say? As nasty as Aunt Petunia could
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be, as bullying as Dudley was, Harry knew that all real power at
Number Four, Privet Drive lay in the moist and meaty hands of
Vernon Dursley. Harry always watched those hands from the corner
of his eye. He had his pride, and did his best not to flinch, and never
to grovel, and to stand up for himself as far as he could, but it was
always a good idea to keep track of Uncle Vernon’s hands...
Professor Snape’s hands were very different. Long-fingered
and expressive, they looked like hands that did interesting
things. They were callused and marked with a few small scars.
Harry wondered what making Potions entailed, exactly. Har-
ry’s hands had marks like that too, from cutting vegetables and
getting splashed with hot bacon grease. The fact that his hands
were something like Professor Snape’s pleased him no end.
And | have green eyes like my Mum. She had been a real
witch and very smart. Professor Snape said that she was a top
student, and liked Charms and Potions best. Harry could hardly
wait to look at his schoolbooks. He hadn'’t told Professor Snape
half of the foul things he had heard about her and Dad. Profes-
sor Snape was put out enough when he heard the car crash
story. What would he say if he knew that Uncle Vernon said
they were drunks? What if he knew that Aunt Marge had said
that Dad was a worthless layabout, and Mum was—Mum was—
Harry frowned and pressed his lips together. He would never
repeat such lies to anyone. Fiercely, he wished Aunt Marge were

here too, so Professor Snape could tell her off good and proper!

Snape saw the boy’s frown, and raised his brows in inquiry.
“You are not eager to discuss the matter with your relations?”
“Oh!” Harry realized that Professor Snape had been talking
about going back to Privet Drive. He shrugged. “Uncle Vernon
doesn't like anybody to tell him what to do. His face turns a
funny shade of purple, and he clenches his hands like this”—
Harry made a fist—" and he narrows his eyes like this—"
Snape snorted at Harry’s attempt at a menacing squint.
“—and then he starts yelling. When he’s really angry he starts
out soft and gets louder and louder.” Harry made a sour face. “I
know you're a wizard and everything, but you should be care-
ful around him. You know how people say ‘his bark is worse
than his bite?’ That's not like Uncle Vernon at all. The teachers
at my school are afraid of him. The neighbors, too. | can tell.”
“I've faced far worse than a purple-faced muggle in my time, Mr
Potter. Nonetheless, | thank you for the information. It doesn’t do

to underestimate an opponent, even if he doesn’t have a wand.”

(O T OTOTC)

Snape paid the bill and the two of them left the restaurant,
which was now filling up with customers. Busy as she was, the
waitress gave Harry a bright smile and a “Goodnight! Happy
birthday!” as they departed. Harry smiled back, and braced
himself to face the confrontation to come.

“Professor Snape—"




“What is it, Mr Potter?”

“No matter what happens, | want you to know that this was
the greatest birthday—no, the greatest day of my life. | wanted
to thank you for the books and the dinner and the cake and
going with me and talking to me. It was really neat, talking to
you. I've never talked to grownups much.” He kicked at a stone.
“I've never talked so much to anyone before. So—thank you.”

Snape quite suddenly realized that the boy thought things
were not going to turn out at all well tonight. He caught Harry by
the shoulder and looked into his eyes for a second, catching a
glimpse of himself slinking away, tail between his legs, bested
by a huge troll of a muggle. The next image was one of the boy
himself being thrown bodily into his cupboard, while the Durs-
leys laughed triumphantly.

Irritated, he snapped, “Stop right there and listen well. Vernon
Dursley will not get the better of me, Mr Potter! And you will have

1”

a room of your own and you will go to Hogwarts!” He gestured
to an alley, “Step over here. I'll apparate us back directly to
Privet Drive. In fact—" He concentrated, and in the space of two
breaths they were standing in the upstairs hall of the Dursley
home. Harry’s jaw dropped, but Snape raised a finger for silence.

He whispered, “Ordinarily, it's unthinkably rude to appa-
rate directly into someone’s house. However, | don'’t care to
have your uncle try to slam the door in my face. Let’s see if

your Aunt has done as | told her to.”

Silently, he made his way the few feet down the hall to the
smallest bedroom. He looked back to see Harry tip-toeing
behind him, in conscientious and ridiculous mimicry. Harry
gave him a guileless, trusting smile. Snape rolled his eyes.
Somehow | really don’t see Slytherin in his future.

They slipped into the room and had a look about. Snape
blew out a breath. What a dump! Hadn'’t he heard that phrase
in a film once? “What. A. Dump!”

It was a barren, dismal place. Petunia had indeed cleaned it.
The windows were washed, the bare wooden floor was swept,
the piles of rubbish were gone. What was left was the most
unwelcoming room Snape had ever seen this side of a cell in
Azkaban. In fact, itlooked rather like a prisoner’s cell. The narrow
bed was made up with sheets as coarse as sandpaper, a thin and
mingy grey blanket, and the flattest, sorriest imitation of a pillow
in existence. The straight-backed wooden chair must have come
from a factory office. The chest of drawers looked even cheaper
than before. It was unfinished pine, and the inside of the drawers
was hardly more than pasteboard. Topping it was the only lamp
in the room: a hideous object featuring two children with huge
heads and grotesque eyes like those of lemurs. They were appar-
ently well-dressed famine victims, to judge from their garishly

bright clothing and spindly bodies. The torn shade was made

aggressively cheerful with a trimming of little orange velvet balls.

Snape turned to express his opinion of this enormity.
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The boy was beaming, exactly as if he thought the room
was magnificent.

“All mine!” he murmured. “I've never slept in a proper bed
before, you know.”

“Yes,” Snape managed, trying not to blast something. “I know.”
He cleared his throat quietly, and said, “Let us surprise your rela-
tives.” He stepped out of the room and frowned. There was noise
coming from the next room. He peered warily, and Harry peered
warily in his turn, some two feet below him. Fat Boy was watching
his telly, ears covered with huge headphones. He was devouring
an enormous bowl of ice cream, dripping chocolate on the floor
as he crammed the overloaded spoon into his mouth. Like a Stras-
bourg goose, Snape thought in disgust.

“It’s his favorite program,” Harry whispered. “He won't hear
a thing, not even if there were thunder and lightning!”

“Good,” Snape sneered. “Very good. Now come along, but
stay behind me.” He gripped his wand tightly, and made his
way to the staircase.

From the top of a stairs was a straight view down toward
the lounge and the front door. Snape edged to the corner and
heard the Dursleys before he saw them. They were waiting at
the front door like a pair of cats at a mousehole.

“—tell me what to do in my own house!” A man’s voice, throbbing
with rage. A pompous, self-satisfied voice. Snape hated that voice.

“We've got to be careful, Vernon,” Petunia was saying. “You

don’t know all the tricks these freaks can do! | knew him
when we were children, and he was just like the boy—sneak-
ing and deceitful, making trouble whenever he could! He’s
vicious, Vernon! He once used his freakishness to drop a tree
branch on my head!”

Snape smirked. Harry grinned.

Petunia was still going on about it. “I could have been
killed! But it’s typical of them. He’s one of the worst, Vernon.
| was so terrified this afternoon. | couldn’t make a sound! He
threw me onto the couch and | couldn’t move! He said he’d
turn you into a cockroach if you gave him trouble! And he
threatened our Dudley!”

The man’s voice took on a crafty tone. “Then we won't give
him a chance, Petunia! When they come back, open the door
and let them in. Then slam it behind them and drop to the floor.
We'll see who's the better man! No one threatens Dudley!”

Drop to the floor? Just what is he planning? Snape risked a glance—

—And saw the light running down the gleaming barrel of
the shotgun in Vernon Dursley’s hands.

Snape grasped Harry’s shoulder with a grip of iron. When
the boy looked up, wide-eyed, Snape pointed firmly at the

floor and mouthed, “Wait here!”

(OO OTOTC)

For two knuts he would have killed them. Or transfigured




— —
ﬂ*.d.’a' JME

* g

THE ACCIDENTAL GUARDIAN

them into cockroaches and stamped on them. Or into may-
flies and then opened the door— The lifespan of a mayfly

was extraordinarily short. Within a day or two—
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There was an ancient Roman curse that could turn them
into human-shaped piles of lava dust. There was a dustpan in
Potter’s cupboard. It would be fitting, perhaps—

He briefly allowed himself to indulge in the fantasy, but
he knew he would have to face Dumbledore later, and

Dumbledore would not understand. Not even if they had

A

threatened his life, and possibly the boy’s.

Therefore, he would do this with a minimum of violence.
Not the way Dumbledore would choose, perhaps, but with
extreme restraint, nevertheless.

Softly, he cast a Jelly-Legs Jinx first on Vernon, and then on
Petunia. As they stumbled and fell, completely disoriented, he
dealt with the shotgun.

“Good evening,” he greeted them, coming down the stairs.
“So kind of you to wait up for us.”

Petunia uttered a thin, wild shriek. Vernon bellowed in rage,
scrambling clumsily on hands and knees, fumbling for his weapon.
He staggered toward Snape, face flushed purple.

With an air of cool inquiry, Snape asked, “Are you going to
hit me with that—"

Vernon reached him, and tried to fire.

“—fish?”




}

- il

GUARDIAN

THE ACCIDENTAL

“Bloody—bastard!” Vernon dropped the gleaming, thrash-
ing twenty-pound salmon to the floor. Petunia screeched,
pointing at it in disbelief and indignation.

“Sit down and shut up!” Snape roared in command. With
a few flicks, the Dursleys were immobilized, staring at him in
silent hatred and horror. “That’s better. I've never seen such a
pair of bumbling idiots. That doesn’t excuse your evil intent,
of course. Did you actually think you could get away with kill-
ing me? How were you going to keep the boy quiet afterwards,
do you imagine?”

He looked deep in their eyes, and what he saw revolted him.
Petunia, at least, only pictured imprisonment and threats and
starvation. Vernon’s image of a two shrouded forms dumped
at a distant construction site and covered with cement dis-
turbed him more. The salmon flopped feebly on the carpet,
and then lay still.

Staring at the man, he hissed, “Two birds with one stone? Is
that how you pictured it? It's never going to happen. You have
no idea of the things | could do to you, but unlike you, | have a
few shreds of decency. Oh—we haven't been introduced, have
we? | am Professor Severus Snape, Potions Master at Hogwarts
School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Vernon Dursley, | presume?”

The man’s face was a study. Snape fought back a grin, and
called out, “You can come down now, Mr Potter. | have the

situation well in hand.”

The boy descended the stairs slowly, eyes huge and fixed
on the helpless couple sprawled on the floor. “Where did the
fish come from?” he wondered. “Should I throw it away? It’s
making a mess of the carpet.”

“That,” Snape said repressively, “is the Dursleys’ problem,
not yours. Not ever agdain. You see that they can do nothing
to harm us. And your uncle does look rather colorful, I must
say. That particular shade of pinkish-purple is called puce, Mr
Potter. It is just the shade you want to achieve when making a
potion called Skin Regenerator. Commit it to memory.”

“Yes, sir,” Harry answered dutifully. “Puce,” he murmured to
himself, trying to remember the strange word.

Abellow interrupted the lesson. “Mum!” Dudley demanded
from upstairs. “| need more ice cream!”

“Ah, yes,” mused Snape, “the third member of the Unholy
Family. I think we should have Dudders join our conference.
Mr Potter, o get your cousin.”

Harry blew out a breath and dashed up the stairs. Dudley
was still watching telly, grunting in approval at an explosion.

“Dudley!” Harry yelled to get his attention. He pulled the
headphones away from an ear and shouted, “Dudley! Your
Mum and Dad need you downstairs.”

Dudley turned narrowed eyes on him and pushed him
away roughly. “What are you doing here, freak? Dad said you

were gone for good.”




“Well, 'm not, and they want to talk to you right now!” He
ducked as Dudley chucked a remote at him, and ran back
downstairs. Dudley lumbered after him, shouting, “Get me
some ice cream or you'll be sorry!”

Dudley was halfway downstairs when he saw Snape. His

dull gaze widened, and he saw his parents, lying unmoving on

the floor. With a squeal, he tried to turn and run, but after an
“Immobilus!” and a “Mobilcorpus!” he was downstairs and
next to his father, eyes bulging.

“Dudley—1I can call you Dudley, can’t I?” Snape asked, with
a mocking smile. “Your parents and I—and Mr Potter there—"
he inclined his head in Harry’s direction—“feel that it'’s time
you learned some important things about your family history.
First of all, magic is real. That’s why you're on the floor, unable
to move. | did that. I'm a wizard. So is your cousin. | came today,
because you cousin will soon be starting his studies in the
finest school of magic in the world, Hogwarts. Your parents
seem to have some problems with that, but it’s simply too bad.
Mr Potter is a wizard and must be educated as becomes his sta-
tion in life. His mother—your Aunt Lily—was a witch and his
father a wizard. They were highly regarded in the wizarding
world. They did not die in a car crash, but were murdered by
an evil being called—" he winced—*“Lord Voldemort. After the
evil wizard killed your aunt and uncle, he attempted to kill your

cousin too, but he failed and was destroyed. Mr Potter is very

famous in the wizarding world, and was placed with his muggle
family so he would not be inconvenienced by celebrity stalkers.
Muggle means ‘non-magical,” he explained condescendingly.
‘The three of you are muggles.

“However, you and your mother and your father have failed
to be anything resembling a normal, decent family. You've tor-
mented your orphaned cousin. He’s been undernourished
and neglected and locked in a cupboard. Money rightfully
belonging to him has not been used for his benefit. For those
crimes your parents can go to prison for many years. Have you
even heard the term ‘child abuse, Dudley? I'm sure you have.
Did you associate it with your cousin? Well, you should have.
Your mistreatment of your cousin stops now. Any harassment
of Mr Potter—" he turned a menacing glare at each of three
Dursleys in turn—*“stops today, or there will be consequences.
Permanent consequences. Mr Potter now has his own room—
what was once your second bedroom. Anything left in it is his.
You will not insult him, you will not trouble him, you will not
demean him to your associates.”

Snape paused, feeling frustrated. His Legilimency made it
evident that he was not getting through to these people. They
were waiting for him to leave so they could punish the boy.
There was no realization that they were wrong: there was
simply anger and fear and resentment. They had had control of

the boy so long that they viewed their treatment of him as part
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of the natural order of things, which a freakish monster was
unfairly attempting to subvert. It was time to try something else.

“Stupefy!” As he cast the spell on each of them, their eyes
shut. Wearily, he turned to Harry. “I'm sick of this lot. Let’s
go have another look at your room. They’ll stay here until |
remove the spell”

“Do you think they’ll do as you say?” Harry asked as they
climbed the stairs.

“They will when I'm done with them. I'll make certain you're
safe for the night, and then I'm going to talk with the Head-
master at length about your situation. It may be best that you
live elsewhere.” Snape considered taking the boy directly to
Hogwarts, but felt uneasy about it. Dumbledore had always
been so very positive that Potter needed to be with his family.
It was possible that there was something about the situation
that Snape did not know. “I promise I'll be back in the morn-
ing, and then we’ll decide what to do.”

Harry ran into his new room and bounced gingerly on his
new bed. “This is brilliant!” he grinned. “Look! | even have a
closet!” He ran to the closet door and opened it with a flourish.

“Whoa!” He jumped to dodge the avalanche of falling
toys and books and clothes. Petunia, it seemed, had simply

crammed the closet with the contents of the room. A suit-

case tumbled out and burst open. A globe, detached from

its broken stand, thumped to the floor and rolled to the wall

under the window.

Snape and Harry looked at each other, and then at the
jumble spilled out before them. Snape snarled, “Stupid
woman. Never mind, Mr Potter, I'll get rid of this rubbish!” He
raised his wand to vanish it.

“Wait!” Harry yelped. “Some of this might be good stuff!
You said everything in the room was mine, didn’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Well, let me sort through it. Look, there are some books
here, and Dudley’s planetarium that he didn’t want, and a lot
of Legos!” Eagerly, he began pawing through the pile, pulling
more things from the closet. “There’s a leather jacket hanging
up in here!” he told Snape, very excited. “Aunt Petunia always
gives the good clothes away, but she hasn’t taken the last lot

'”

yet!” Harry showed Snape a nearly new jacket of soft brown
cowhide, and pleaded, “Do you think you could make other
clothes fit me like you did before? Please, professor?”

Snape grimaced and allowed, “I suppose so. But not tonight. |
must get back to Hogwarts and report to the Headmaster. | want
you to get the things you need from the cupboard and get ready
for bed. Fetch yourself a glass of water while you're about it.
Before | leave, I'll lock the Dursleys in their bedrooms for the night
and make sure they sleep late tomorrow. I'll put wards on your
room so they can’t possibly come in and bother you. You should

be up and dressed before seven, because I'll be back then. Don't




open your door to anyone but me. Am | perfectly clear?”

“Crystal, sir!” Harry then pointed out, “I don’t have a clock.”

“There’s one in the guest room. You can borrow it for tonight.”

While the boy gathered his belongings and showered—
‘using as much hot water as | like!”—Snape set about doing the
things he had not particularly wanted the boy to witness. He
roused Petunia, questioned her about the location of documents
relating to the boy’s child benefits and where the money in the
house was kept. Her resistance was futile, since Snape took the
information he wanted directly from her mind. Stunning her
again, he located the appropriate papers and then removed the
eighty-odd pounds from Vernon’s wallet. Dumbledore might not
approve the use of the Imperius curse, but Snape had a potion
in his stores that would serve nearly as well tomorrow.

We'll visit the bank, and we’ll get the boy some muggle clothes—

“I'm all ready for bed now, sir!” the boy called in his clear voice.

“I'll be up presently,” Snape called back. Quickly he moved

the older Dursleys to their own room, and Dudley to his. He

turned off the lights and the insupportable glare of the televi-

sion. He roused them from the stunners only to cast a Morpheus
charm on them that would keep them asleep for twelve hours.
Locking their doors, he then went to find Potter, scrubbed
clean and smiling, sitting in the midst of his booty.
“You need your rest, Mr Potter,” Snape told him. “You've had

a busy day today, and tomorrow will be much the same.”

“I don’t know if | can sleep!” Harry said. “This is all so brilliant!

Will you really be back tomorrow, sir? Do you promise?”
Snape lifted his wand, and intoned, “I, Severus Snape, swear

on my magic that | will return tomorrow. Are you satisfied now?”

“Yes, sir! Can't | stay up a little longer?”

“No. Into bed with you. Did you set the alarm?”

“For six o'clock, sir. | want to get up and work on my things
in the morning.”

“Very well. Your relatives will not awaken until after eight.
Expect me at seven. And what did | say about opening the door?”

“Only if it's you.”

“Right, then.” He gestured peremptorily at the bed, and the
boy jumped in, drawing the bedclothes up to his chin.

'”

“I've got real sheets!” he told Snape.

“So you do.” Snape then bespelled the door and after a
moment’s hesitation, the window. No muggle could enter
through them, and unless led directly to them, no muggle would
even take notice of their existence. He saw the boy watching him
intently, repeating the incantations soundlessly. He rewarded
the attention with a sour smile, and flipped off the light.

Harry said softly, “Good night, Professor Snape. Thanks
again!”

“Good night, Mr Potter. Sleep well, and—happy birthday.”

He shut the door of the darkened room behind him, and

cast a shield charm on it. Now the muggles could not even
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kick it in, even if they noticed it. Feeling he had done every-
thing he could to protect Lily’s child for the moment, he appa-
rated silently back to the gates of Hogwarts.

Harry lay awake for some time, smiling into the darkness,
relishing the softness of the mattress under his body. He
believed, for the first time he could remember, that he had a

future worth living for.

CHAPTER 8

APE STORMED up to

Hogwarts on wings of righteous indig-

nation. The great doors slammed open.

Filch tottered forward, gaping, and then

' retreated at the look on the Potion Mas-
ters face. Mrs. Norris yowled and made a

dash for safety. Snape ignored both of them

A equally, intent on his destination.

| Up a flight of stairs, then another. Down an
endless hall. Another flight of stairs attempted to delay
him, and he shot a blast of blue fire at it. It obeyed his
will meekly. He was making a great deal of noise, but
 could not be bothered to care. It was when he ascended
the last of the long staircases that he realized that some-
one was calling his name.

“Severus! Stop!” McGonagall was running after him,
skirts of her robes lifted. “Stop! What’s wrong? Severus!” She
threw out her wand hand and a stone wall blocked his path.
Snape nearly brained himself running into it. He stopped with
a jerk, and swore vilely.

“Severus!” The Deputy Headmistress clutched her side, gasp-
ing for breath. “What has happened? Is Harry all right?”

Snape considered blasting the transfigured wall to bits, but
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knew that would only make things worse. He whirled on the
surprised witch, snarling.

“No! Things are not all right! Do you know what those bloody
muggles have been doing all these years? Did you ever wonder? |
bloody wonder if Albus knows, and if he does, he'll answer to me!”

She caught at his shoulder and forced him to face her. “Is
Harry hurt?”

The raw look of pain on her lined face composed him. This
was not her fault—or not much her fault, at least. She had at
least asked to visit the boy.

“He’s spent the last ten years as a house elf,” he told her
bluntly. “Allowed to go to school, yes, but punished if he
dared to outperform his bullying lump of a cousin. He cooks
and cleans and slaves in the garden: all for scant rations, his
cousin’s castoff rags, and the privilege—" he sneered into her
horrified face “—of being allowed to sleep on the floor of the
cupboard under the stairs with the mops and spiders. Before
today, he had never had clothes that fit him, or a piece of cake
that was not scavenged from the dustbin, or a genuine con-
versation with an adult who wished him well. My arrival so
enraged the muggles that tonight they attempted to shoot us
on our return. The muggle uncle has wanted to get rid of the
boy for years, in the most direct way, but didn’t dare. Tonight
was a very close-run thing.”

“And you left him there?” Minerva asked, horrified.

“The muggles are in their rooms sleeping off a Morpheus
charm. The boy is in his new bedroom—his cousin’s second
bedroom—which | warded heavily. | don’t want Albus to dismiss
what | have to say. | couldn’t bear to bring the boy to Hogwarts
with a promise of safety, only to have Albus send him back to
those monsters. I'm going back to Privet Drive early tomorrow, by
which time | hope to have wrangled a better placement for the
child. I've got to see Albus now. Is he in his office?”

“Yes—I think so” She vanished the stone wall, and matched
his stride as he hurried along the hall. “'m coming with you—!"

“Good.” He snapped. “I want a witness. If the old man so
much as thinks about obliviating me, he’ll regret it.”

“—and I'll go with you to see Harry in the morning!”

“Just as you like. I'll want a witness there too. And I'm taking

a camera!”

(O OTOT)

“A shotgun?” Albus queried, somewhat taken aback. “How
did you deal with that?”

Snape gave McGonagall a slight bow. “I may not have been your
prize student, but | have some small skill in Transfiguration. The
shotgun became a handsome salmon. Dursley was quite at loss.”

“Oh, well done, Severus!” Minerva enthused, almost clap-
ping her hands. “Both silvery and long. Excellent choice!” She

peered at him and asked, “Did you succeed in animating it?”




“It flopped and fought very authentically. It even smelled fishy.”
His former teacher nodded. “That definitely merits an
Exceeds Expectations. Well done!”

“Yes,” Dumbledore agreed absently, “Well done, Severus.
Very well done, indeed! But what did you do to the Dursleys
that caused them to take such drastic action?”

Minerva’s lips thinned to invisibility. “Don’t blame the
victim, Albus. You're always doing that.”

“Do | really? | simply mean to say that Severus can some-
times—you understand me, dear boy—sometimes rub
people the wrong way.”

“I deprived them of their household slave and scapegoat,”

Snape replied curtly. “They were not best pleased. And | told

them that their days of abuse and neglect were over.”

“Abuse is a very serious accusation, Severus! Without proof—"

“I have all the proof I need and all you can possibly require.
| saw for myself the cupboard under the stairs where the boy
has been made to sleep all these years—"

“They may be very poor, Severus—a small house—"

“They are a well-to-do middle class family. Their house has
four bedrooms. One is the Dursleys’ own, one is a guest room
used only once or twice a year, one is their son’s, and the
last and smallest is also their son’s. He keeps his broken toys
and discarded clothing there. It is a deliberate act of spite. Mr

Potter cooks their breakfast, and has from a very young age.

He, however, is underfed—small for his age, and showing
signs of malnutrition. He needs a thorough physical examina-
tion when he arrives at Hogwarts, and he will require dietary
supplements to restore his health. He has been routinely ver-
bally abused and occasionally struck. All in all, the Dursleys
have done everything in their power to make him believe
himself worthless and—a freak. That is the name they often
use to address him. ‘Freak.” Snape felt angry satisfaction at
Albus’ concerned frown and Minerva’s indignation. “Yes, they
taught their son to call him that and to refer to him so when
speaking with his gang of bullies. | found out a number of
things that none of them said aloud. The boy has been taught
to think of himself in that way. That word was used to describe
his parents to him—as worthless, penniless freaks, killed in a
car crash that was caused by their own drunken carelessness!”

“Stop!” Minerva waved her hand in a gesture of denial. “This
is too horrible! I hope you gave those vile muggles a good fright!
The poor child cannot stay there another night!”

“l considered bringing him to Hogwarts at once,” Snape
admitted, “but | thought it would be best to discuss a better
placement with you first, before dragging the boy from place to
place and thoroughly disorienting him. When | asked the boy
which of the spare rooms he wanted for his own for the night, he
showed a certain modesty in choosing the smallest. | instructed

Petunia to clean it thoroughly and prepare it for her nephew.
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She crammed all the rubbish from the room into the closet, but
at least the boy will lie in a bed tonight—for the first time in his
life! The Dursleys will sleep until five past eight tomorrow, and |
warded the boy’s bedroom thoroughly. | promised to return at
seven tomorrow and take him where he is to go.”

“Perhaps | should go,” Dumbledore said, with a sigh of
regret, “and | can explain to Harry why he will be staying with
his aunt and uncle until he is of age.”

There was an awful, shocked silence. Then both professors
exploded, alto and baritone voices protesting in counterpoint.

“—Really, Albus! You can’t be serious! We should go and
retrieve him tonight!”

“—He will not stay there, Headmaster! And | will o to him
tomorrow! | swore it on my magic! Do you mean to make a
squib of me?”

Dumbledore only put up a hand for silence. After a baffled
moment, it was granted him.

He told them gravely, “Harry can only be safe where his
mother’s blood dwells. As her last act in life, Lily used Old
Blood Magic to shelter her beloved child. This magic in turn
has cast powerful blood wards over Number Four Privet Drive.
Voldemort and his followers cannot attack Harry, but only
while he calls the Dursleys’ residence home.”

Minerva looked a little skeptical. Snape looked downright

disbelieving.

The Headmaster continued despite their reaction. “Harry
can be safe there, and only there. He must call the house his
home, and he must return each summer to his blood relatives
in order for the power of familial love to recharge the wards.
To place him anywhere else would be to trifle with his life.”

There was another brief pause.

Then Snape fixed Dumbledore with an unblinking stare,
and said coldly, “Pull the other one. It’s got bells on it.”

“I beg your pardon?” The Supreme Mugwump was astonished.

“You heard me. | don’t believe you. I've never heard of blood
wards that behaved in such a way. I've never heard of blood
wards that could be recharged by muggles. Blood wards only
need to be recharged once in a generation at most, not on a
continuing basis. How can | make myself any clearer? | don't
believe you. Lily’s protection | suppose is possible, though
many another witch died trying to protect her children. | can
believe that it might be forged by her great love for her child,
but don’t tell me that such wards can be affected by her muggle
sister and her muggle nephew. Neither of them has the magic
required to feed any kind of ward, and neither of them feels
anything resembling love for Lily’s son or Lily herself.”

“I assure you that it is all perfectly true,” Dumbledore
declared loftily.

“Albus—" Minerva said in a low, warning tone.

Snape raised his voice. “I don’t believe a word of it. ‘The




power of familial love?’ Potter certainly does not feel love for
his so-called family. It surprises me that he does not hate them
enough to have already killed them with accidental magic. As
for the Dursleys—Dudley barely regards his cousin as human.
At most, he’s a despised servant and a convenient whipping
boy. Petunia might once have loved Lily, but that is gone now.
All that remains is resentment and bitterness, and an ugly
sort of superiority because she lived and her sister died and
left her child without a defender. She loathes Potter—really
loathes him. It gives her pleasure to thwart him and starve
him and humiliate him and show him what a worthless noth-
ing—what a waste of space— he is.”

“Severus—my boy—" Dumbledore protested sadly.

Snape continued ruthlessly, “She loathes many things,
beginning with her life. Oh yes, | took a long look into Petu-
nia Evans’ sordid mind. She’s not as stupid or blind as she
appears. She knows her husband is a blustering brute. She
knows that her son is an obese little bully with neither brains
nor charm. She feels trapped in a marriage she only agreed
to because she wanted to score off Lily, who was married just
out of school. So Petunia snatched at the first prospect that
came her way, and managed to bear a son earlier than her
sister. It was a Pyrrhic victory, of course, because in winning
it she sacrificed all her dreams and hopes—her passionate

desire to go to university, her secret ambition for adventure

in the diplomatic service—and now she has nothing to show
for it but an obsessively clean suburban home, a husband
she finds repulsive, and a son who is an utter disappointment.
Torturing Harry is actually the highlight of her day.”

“A few chores—” Dumbledore objected. McGonagall hissed
angrily.

Snape’s voice rose to the next register. “You're not listen-

ing to me, Albus! The other boy does nothing. If you think

Draco Malfoy is spoiled, you haven’t met Dudley Dursley. He
had two rooms, Albus! Two rooms! —while Potter slept on a
dirty pad on the floor of a boot cupboard. He is encouraged
to hurt his cousin—praised for hitting him—and any lie of his
is automatically the truth. You claim these alleged wards make
the boy safe, but you are wrong. He’s not safe from his family,
Albus. One of these days, they’re likely to kill him. You're lucky
they didn’t make an end of him tonight.”

“I hardly think—"

“And there you have it! You didn’t think! You love to pretend
that everyone is full of fine feelings and noble intentions, but
that belief flies in the face of everything you've experienced
your entire life. | don’t say that the Dursleys would ordinarily
plan a murder in cold blood. What is likely to happen would
be called a ‘tragic accident” Vernon will squeeze the boy’s
throat just a little too long, or Petunia will hit him in the head

with the iron frying pan with just a little more force than in the
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past— yes, Minerva, | saw her memory of it, and she enjoyed
it thoroughly— or his great beast of a cousin will shove him
just a little too hard when the boy is at the top of the stairs.
Everyone will be very sad, and it won’t do the boy a bloody bit
of good, because he'll be dead all the same.”

Dumbledore gave Snape a cajoling twinkle. “Severus, have
you come to care for the boy?”

“How dare you?” Snape rose, eyes blazing. “How dare you
make a mockery of my vow to protect Lily’s child? How dare
you try to manipulate this conversation away from the main
point—which is that the boy cannot continue to live with
those muggles, or he will cease to live. He’s not safe there, and
he must have a better home.”

“Nevertheless, Harry must continue to live with the Durs-
leys,” Dumbledore replied calmly.

McGonagall burst out, “Albus! This is madness! How can you in
good conscience let the boy suffer so? He could come to Hogwarts.
I'm sure he would be no trouble at all. Any number of wizarding
homes would be proud to take him in—"

“Exactly.”

Snape was seething. “Then choose one amongst them. Put
the boy with one of your pet Gryffindors if you must, but get
him away from the muggles.” He reconsidered. “Or let him
come here. He's—not a bad boy. Willing enough to learn and

glad to have a chance at last.”

“Not much like James Potter, Severus?”

“Really, Albus!” Minerva exclaimed angrily.

Snape sneered down at the white-haired Headmaster. I
am overjoyed to say that he’s not like him at all. How could
he be? The boy has no memory of his father. There is little
resemblance aside from their hair. An innocent boy, without
his father’s arrogance or vanity. He’s much more his mother’s
child. Very inquisitive, very eager to begin his studies. Yes. Let
him come here. Minerva is right in saying that he would be
unlikely to cause trouble.”

“My friends,” Dumbledore sighed. “If only it were that easy.
Unfortunately, | have no right at all to do as you suggest. If | were
reckless enough to attempt it, | would be found out, and young
Harry would pay the price. | am not his legal guardian, first of all.”

“Well, then, who is?” McGonadall asked sharply.

“You know, | don't believe he actually has one. The Potters left
no instructions in their will beyond giving guardianship to Sirius
Black in case of their deaths. That,” he pointed out, “is obviously
out of the question. | put him with his closest living relatives,
because no one would think to question the right of blood.”

“Have someone apply to act as guardian, then!” McGonadall
urged him. “Apply yourself!”

Dumbledore did not answer directly. After a moment’s
silence, he murmured, “Our world believes so much in the

power of blood. It defines us all our lives. The ties of blood




are all in all. If anyone attempted to claim Harry Potter— and

I do not except myself— such a claim would be challenged—
almost certainly successfully—by those with the closest

blood relationship to the boy.”

Another silence, as the people in the room began review-
ing the dgenealogical charts in their heads. Dumbledore
ticked the possibilities off with growing gravity. “James Potter
was the only son of an only son—of an only son. There are
no Potter uncles or aunts or cousins. James’ mother, as you
know, Minerva, was your old friend Lydia McKinnon. Her only
brother and his entire family were massacred by Voldemort.
That leaves James’ grandfather, who married—" he lifted his
brows, waiting for the answer.

Snape refused to speak. McGonagall cleared her throat.
“Dorea Black.” Her expression took on a pinched look.

“Exactly,” Dumbledore acknowledged her grimly. “Young
Harry’s closest living blood relatives in the wizarding world are
the Black sisters. Only third cousins once removed, of course,
but unquestionably the ones with the best claim to him. Hap-
pily, Bellatrix Lestrange has made herself ineligible due to her
residence in Azkaban—"

“Andromeda Tonks,” Snape broke in uncertainly, “is consid-
ered a pleasant woman—"

“If 1 offered Harry to Andromeda and her muggleborn hus-

band Ted, they would be instantly challenged by her sister

Narcissa and her pureblood husband Lucius. If the case came
before the Wizengamot—which | do not doubt it would—
which do you think would triumph? Andromeda Tonks’ pleasant
nature, or Lucius Malfoy’s influence and immense fortune? You
may as well tell me to hand the boy over to Lucius at once. So you
must forgive my well-intentioned fable about Lily’s blood pro-
tection depending upon her muggle relatives. The blood protec-
tion seems to be real enough, and it is essential that the boy be
kept away from certain elements in our own world.”

After a moment, Snape growled, “Say what you will about
Lucius, but he would not starve the boy or lock him in a cup-
board. He’s not his father Abraxas, after all. He’s more likely to
be excessively indulgent. Being the guardian of the Boy-Who-
Lived could only add to his prestige. He would hardly murder
someone so valuable.”

“Oh, Severus!” McGonagall groaned.

“Perhaps you are right,” Dumbledore allowed mildly. “But a

wizarding guardian can do all sorts of things to his ward, and

many of them would be undetectable. | hardly think going
from excessive severity to excessive indulgence would be
very much in the child’s best interests. And then too, Harry
would be exposed to the most hard-line views of blood purity.
Would you have him listen to his mother being described
as a ‘mudblood?’” Would you want him to learn to speak of

her in such a way? Do you think young Draco would actually
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like having to share his parents with someone else on a daily
basis? Might not Harry find living with him too much like being
under the thumb of his muggle cousin? And of course, as you
so wisely point out, there is always the possibility of a ‘tragic
accident’ that would be no one’s fault.”

“I take your point about the Malfoys,” Snape agreed, “but
the boy cannot continue where he is.”

“He must. | will speak to the Dursleys, if necessary, and
counsel them to treat the child better.”

At the end of his patience, Snape shouted, “They won't
listen to you!” He ran a hand through his hair, frustrated with
the conversation. “Talk to them? It’s like talking to a stone wall!
They're stupid and malicious and think they can get away with
anything! Worse still, they think they have a right to harm the
boy—they've even stolen his money from the muggle govern-
ment and lavished it on their own child. | won’t have it! Why
can’t the boy live in one of his own houses? You needn't tell
anyone. We could find a housekeeper or a caretaker and
demand a Vow of silence—"

“Harry doesn’t have a house of his own,” Dumbledore said
flatly. “At the time of the attack, James and Lily were in hiding
at my own cottage in Godric’s Hollow.”

“Wait, Albus,” Minerva objected. “The Potters owned a
lovely manor in Norfolk. I've visited there many a time! They

had a little hunting lodge in Caithness and a summer home in

France! Severus’ idea has some merit. What do you mean, he
hasn’t a home of his own?”

“Just that. Harry Potter has nowhere to go. The last war was
a great drain on everyone’s resources, and James did more
than his part. There were whole years when he was support-
ing most of the Order of the Phoenix, and of course neither he
nor Lily could be gainfully employed. There were agents to be
financed, safe houses to be rented, rare items to obtain, and
information to be bought. Lives were ransomed and debts
were paid. James sold the summer house to a French family—
the Delacours—and the hunting lodge was razed and the
land sold to muggle developers.”

“I can’t believe it!” McGonagall gasped.

“What about the manor?” Snape asked urgently. “I noticed
at Gringotts that the boy’s vault held only enough to put him
through school—and only gold at that! Are the family heir-
looms kept at the manor?”

“I cannot say,” Dumbledore shrugged, “but if they are, they
are beyond Harry’s reach.”

McGonagall was outraged. “James can’t have sold the
Manor! It was magdically entailed! He couldn’t possibly sell a
family seat—something that had been in the Potter family for
seven hundred years!”

“My dear Minerva,” Dumbledore soothed, “James and Lily had

very modern views on inherited property, and were not very




sentimental about such things when there was a war to be fought.”

“What are you saying?” she demanded fiercely.

“You are right in saying that they could not sell the Manor.
However, the war effort needed money so very badly. Well,
the truth is that James leased the manor to Celestina Warbeck,
and took the entire sum up front.”

Snape felt ill. “Leased for how long?”

“Ninety-nine years. With luck, it will be back in Potter hands
eventually.”

“The money is gone?” McGonadall asked, horrified.

“For the most part,” Dumbledore conceded. “Harry will
have to work to earn his bread. But of course that is years in
the future. For now, he has an adequate sum remaining to buy
his books and whatever trifles a schoolboy fancies.”

Snape pressed on desperately. “There must be other things—
jewels and books and magical items. Perhaps the Potters took
them with them when they went into hiding. For God’s sake,
Albus! Lily had a wedding ring! Where the bloody hell is it?”

“Calm yourself, Severus.” The Headmaster ordered. “When
Lily’s body was found, she was not wearing her ring, and nei-
ther she nor James had their wands. After Voldemort’s demise
all sorts of people were milling about the cottage. Very likely

a number of things were taken. As to the rest, | don’t know.

Probably a great deal is at the Manor—and it will comfort

you to know that those items cannot be removed from thence

by anyone other than a Potter. James gave a few things into
my keeping, and | will pass them on to Harry when he is old
enough to appreciate them. Perhaps there were some things at
the cottage, but that was mine to dispose of. As | told you, the
Potters were using it only as a hiding place. Shortly after they
were killed, | let the Ministry seal it off and make a shrine of it.”

McGonagall said briskly, “Then I think we should go there
soon and undertake a thorough search. | daresay there was
considerable damage from the explosion and the weather,
but there might be some things hidden away in closets or
drawers that are rightfully the child’s.”

“I can’t believe it,” Snape repeated, feeling dazed. “All the
money is gone? They went through the entire fortune before
they were twenty-two?”

“War is an expensive business, my boy,” Dumbledore con-
fessed ruefully. “You are welcome to review all the pertinent
records, if you like. James’ inheritance did not compare with
the resources people like the Malfoys or the Lestranges could
command. The gold flowed out like water.”

“And it’s a child who pays the price!” Snape growled. “Don't
smile at me, Headmaster! Don’t patronize me! | tell you that
the boy will not be thrown to the wolves! It’s a travesty!”

“Severus, my boy, | tell you that there is no other option!”

Snape began pacing restlessly, muttering half to himself.

“I've had offers, you know. The principal of Golden Gate Acad-




emy wrote to ask if I'd consider a move. The archchancellor of
Miskatonic University wanted to recruit me for their Institute
for Advanced Study—"

Dumbledore rose to his feet and declared, “Severus! You are
not taking the boy and leaving the country! | forbid it!”

“Sod off! I'll do as | please! And it pleases me to see that the
boy lives to grow up!”

Hands moved toward wands. Before they could be drawn,
there was a THWACK! and a flash of hot red sparks, as Minerva
McGonadall brought her own wand down on the desk.

“Stop it!” she shouted. “Stop all this ridiculous posturing!
Listen to me! There—may—be a way to keep the child safe
while keeping him technically under his family’s roof.”

Snape stared at her resentfully, face deathly pale. “It’s
impossible. You can’t mean it.”

“Itis possible, if both of you will sit down and hear me out”

Dumbledore resumed his seat, and smiled sweetly on his

former student. “l am all ears, my dear.”

—
b
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- CHAPTER 9
ARRY WAS up before dawn.

He had slept fitfully through the
night, waking to unfamiliar sensa-

tions of softness beneath him and

wasn’'t unpleasant, but it was strange. By

half past five, he was kneeling on his bed,

looking at the apricot sky through his bed-

room window. He could see like never

before. It had been odd, not to need to

fumble for his glasses, not to put them on so care-

fully, afraid for the sellotaped crack in the nose-

piece. Everything was so clear! He could read the tiny
print on the bottom of one of Dudley’s boxes: “Collec-
tor’s item for 14 years upwards.” He could see things at a
distance, too! He could read the street sign at the corner:
“WISTERIA WALK.” If he looked down past his window
sill, he could see the massy blooms of the hydrangeas,
blue and pink and mixed. He opened the window, and

J breathed in air fragrant with fresh cut grass and sum-
e mersweet. The low-angled light cast grey shadows on

the plain white walls. His own room. It seemed very big

to him, even with all the things piled on the bare wooden floor.
Next, he had the pleasure of making his—own—bed. He
tucked in the corners just right, smoothed the blanket, and
plumped up the pillow to the fullest possible extent. Then he
stood back and sighed with satisfaction at a job well done. Pro-
fessor Snape would see that Harry deserved to have the room
that the Professor had fought for. The Professor promised to
come back at seven o'’clock. Harry shivered at the thought of
what would happen if he did not. Then he decided to put aside
his fears. He was in his new room. None of this was a dream.
Professor Snape had defied the Dursleys, not once, but twice.
He wasn’t scared of them, and Harry saw no reason not to trust
his word. He only wished it were seven o'clock already!
Should he put on yesterday’s clothes? They were the only
things that fit him well, but there was a smear of chocolate on
the shirt, and the slacks were creased in places, even though
Harry had folded them carefully the night before. Of course,
if he put on something new, perhaps Professor Snape would
shrink that for him as well, and then he would have two good
sets of clothes! He sorted through the ragged grey underpants,
chose the best of them, and put the rest carefully away in
a drawer. No need for the Professor to see those! His socks
were pretty terrible too. Socks and underpants might not cost
much, though. Maybe they could take a few quid and buy new.

Maybe even some real pyjamas, too! Maybe at Gringotts he
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could have some of his magic money changed for the regu-
lar sort, and then he could get all sorts of things he’d always
wanted. Did wizards ride bicycles?

But there was already so much right here! Harry chose one
of the better-looking shirts from the closet, and a pair of khaki
slacks like the Professor’s. He buckled his good-as-new belt
firmly, to hold the slacks up, and then considered his options.

Professor Snape had said not to open the door to anyone but
him. He had also said the Dursleys were locked in, and would
sleep until eight. Maybe he meant not opening the door if some-
one were there? Harry wanted to use the bathroom, brush the
taste of sleep from his teeth, and get a fresh glass of cool water.
He crept close to the door and listened. He could hear Dudley
and Uncle Vernon snoring. Nothing seemed to be moving in the
hall or downstairs. He could always tell if Aunt Petunia was up,
because the slippers she wore had hard little heels that clacked
on the kitchen tiles, and for such a scrawny woman she was not
particularly light on her feet. She was never up at dawn, anyway.
He took another look at the gorgeous colours in the sky. The
Dursleys didn’t know what they were missing.

If he were quick and quiet there should be no trouble. Mum
would have gone, Harry told himself. Professor Snape says that
she was fearless! Harry turned the knob very carefully, and
eased the door open. He peered out, up and down the hall. The

bedroom doors were shut. If he didn’t turn the water on full

blast, it would hardly make a noise at all. He could go barefoot,
and that way he could be as stealthy as Professor Snape himself.

He was into the bathroom in a flash, glorying in his free-
dom. First into the bathroom today! No waiting, bladder about
to burst, until Aunt Petunia unlocked his cupboard door. He
grinned happily, enjoying the luxury of all the time he wanted
in the bathroom. Washing his hands with hot water and plenty
of soap, he studied his face in the mirror.

He looked different without his glasses. He looked like a
new boy. He felt like a new boy!

“So | should,” he whispered. “I'm a wizard, and I'm going to
Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry! | have a room full
of gold and silver at the goblin bank, and | have a magic wand.”

The green-eyed boy in the mirror agreed with his every
word. He made silly faces back at Harry as he brushed his
teeth with the good toothpaste. Grinning again, he let the
water run until it was very cold, and then filled his glass to
the trembling brim. Carefully, he tiptoed back to his room, and
shut the door noiselessly. Yes!

He began sorting the treasures from the trash. The books
were easy to do, and Harry piled them neatly in a tall stack in
a corner. There were all sorts of books here he’d like to read—
some he’d already read at school—and a few that failed to inter-
est him, like the DOG BREEDERS’ GUIDE, a birthday ift to Dudley

from Aunt Marge. The books he knew he would never want




went into a separate pile. He had promised Professor Snape to
read his own birthday present books first, but afterwards he
would read TREASURE ISLAND and RIDDLE OF THE SANDS and
THE ADVENTURES OF SHERLOCK HOLMES. To his vast delight, he
found another book about the Bastable family, THE WOULD-BE-
GOoODSs. There was a student dictionary, too, which was not very
exciting, but which might help him with schoolwork. Dutifully,
Harry decided to put it in the “save” stack.

Some of the sports equipment was easy enough to deal
with as well. The things that required a large outdoor area like
the croquet set and the badminton net were obviously use-
less. So were the broken tennis racquets and the splintered
cricket bats and the ice skates. That last made Harry shake his
head. What was Aunt Petunia thinking? There were all sorts of

deflated inflatable odds and ends. There were smashed toy

machine guns that used to blink and make “realistic” noises.

There were model kits without the pieces and pieces with-
out the instructions and somehow a lot of colored sand from
something Harry couldn’t guess at. There was a real micro-
scope, which Harry became rather excited about, but which
proved to be without any lenses. He sighed and discarded it.
Harry quite liked Legos, but had never had much chance to
play with them. Dudley had boxes and boxes of them. A few of
the newest had real motors for making things that could move.

Some of the sets were scattered, and some of the big pieces

were broken, but there was plenty here for hours of fun. Harry
gathered the Legos together into one large container, and
noticed that there were grey, non-matching blocks amongst
them. He dug further into the boxes and found that the grey
blocks were part of a castle-building kit made in Spain. It
was a huge set, complete with round turrets and arrow slits
and conical roofs. Harry sorted the grey blocks back into the
castle set and put that kit and the Legos to one side.

In another box of miscellany, he found the base of the
globe. Professor Snape had fixed his glasses: maybe he could
fix the globe, too? It was an especially nice one, with bumps
where there were mountains. Dudley had spun it a few times
and pronounced it “boring.” And he had said the same thing
about the Young Astronomers’ Home Planetarium, which had
a light inside and could show the constellations on the ceiling.
They taught Astronomy at Hogwarts. Maybe he could use the
planetarium to study the sky. He had never been out much at
night, and the streetlights on Privet Drive were so bright that
you couldn’t see many stars anyway. The planetarium seemed
to be all right, once Harry put it in its broken box the right way.
The planetarium joined the globe and Legos.

There was a real easel, with a bolt missing, and there were
all sorts of art supplies. Aunt Petunia had taken to heart the
advice of one of her lady friends one year, who had gone on

about the importance of the “enriched environment,” and




that “there was only a small window of opportunity in which
to make your child’s natural talents bloom.” Aunt Petunia had
talked to Uncle Vernon about the value of music lessons, but
Uncle Vernon would not hear of piano lessons for Dudley,
which he said were for “pansies.”

“I won’t have you making a bloody pansy of our Dudders,
Pet! You'll be wanting to put him in tights and make a ballet-
dancer of him next!”

And nothing had come of possible trumpet lessons or guitar
lessons or any other kind of lessons. There was the constant
fear that Harry might somehow “get at” any musical instruments
carelessly left unattended in the house, and “do something” to
them. In the end, Dudley had resolutely declined to bloom, and
his “natural talents” seemed to be limited to stuffing his face
and menacing smaller children.

But the remains of the failed attempt were stored here. Harry
particularly liked a big flat box filled with pastels and charcoals
and watercolours and coloured pencils. A few items had been
lost, but the set was a great improvement on his three crayon
stubs. There were some sketchbooks and pads of art paper.

Some of the paper was ruined, but quite a bit could be sal-

vaged. That was added to the pile. There were boxes of stamps

and ink pads, and all manner of craft kits. He would have to go
over each of them carefully, to see what he liked.

Dudley had been given an elaborate chess set for his last

birthday. Harry had thought it was interesting, but on opening
the box, he found that being used as a platter had ruined the
board, and half the pieces were missing. Disappointed, he set it
in the “Discard” pile. So too with all of the board games. Besides,
he had no one to play with. So Risk and Cluedo and Chinese
Checkers and Trivial Pursuit were rejected, along with all the
puzzles that the closet had held. Harry knew that there could
not be a whole one amongst them, and he didn’t want to spend
hours working on one to find that a crucial piece was gone.

Dudley’s first Walkman seemed to be all right, but the
headphones were broken, and most of the tapes he could
find were in bad shape. After some thought, Harry decided
to keep it, and see if Professor Snape would allow him to buy
new headphones and some tapes of his own. It would be neat
to have music to listen to, and with headphones his relatives
would never know.

There was a jumble of toy soldiers and action figures. Harry
hadn’t had the chance to see many of the programs and films
that the action figures were based on, and kept only a few of
the nicer ones. He had always liked hearing about Spider-
man, and had once been able to read half of a comic book
that Dudley had torn. Spiderman had special powers, too.
The red and blue figure was surprisingly intact. Darth Vader
and Luke, however, were missing their heads, and Princess

Leia had been gruesomely burned to death after undergoing
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unspeakable tortures at the hands of Dudley and Piers. Harry
grimaced, and dave the three of them decent burial in the
heap of things to be disposed of.

The box of lead figures he hesitated over. They were an expen-
sive gift from a business acquaintance of Uncle Vernon’s. Dudley
had opened them at a party at the man’s house, and then Aunt
Petunia had put them away as soon as they were home. She had
not wanted to throw them out just in case the acquaintance ever
visited. Harry hefted the surprisingly heavy box. SPECIAL COL-
LECTOR’S EDITION: ARTHUR PENDRAGON. He lifted the lid and
nearly shouted with joy.

Here were people dressed something like the wizards
and witches he had seen yesterday! He studied each of the
five exquisite figures with delight: King Arthur, red-cloaked,
armed with his magic sword Excalibur; Queen Guinevere,
golden-haired and dressed in white and blue; Sir Lancelot, all
in silver armor; Morgan le Fay, an Enchantress (could that be a
kind of witch? Harry wondered) with black hair done up very
posh on top of her head with a jeweled headdress, wearing
a slinky green gown and holding a sparkling wand; and the
white-bearded Wizard Merlin, robed in purple, staff in hand,
looking ready to cast spells just like Professor Snape! This was
a genuine find, and Harry decided that he must devise a way
to display the figures properly.

| wonder if wizards in the olden days used bigger wands? The

Professor will know. Blimey! Maybe Merlin was real!

He also wondered what Professor Snape would say about the
chemistry set on the floor of the closet. It had vials like his potions
vials. A lot of the sulfur was gone. Dudley and Piers had experi-
mented with setting fire to it one day, and had made such a stink
that Aunt Petunia had almost raised her voice to them. He grinned
in memory. For once she had been at a loss, unable to think of any
way to blame it all on him.

The suitcase held some of Dudley’s winter clothes that Aunt
Petunia had not remembered to give away: a rather nice suit
in which Dudley had looked like a sausage; thick and wooly
scarves; some white dress shirts that Harry eyed specula-
tively; some heavy winter slacks; and some jumpers, mostly
in horrible colors. Professor Snape could change colors too,
he remembered. It was a lot to ask of him, but wasn't it better
to fix these things with magic than to waste money?

Harry sorted through the boxes of clothing very soberly, trying
to imagine what a wizard would think important. Since the Pro-
fessor was talking about getting some new clothes and shoes,
Harry decided to keep only the best things, and looked longingly
again at the leather jacket. He might even have gloves this year.

He worked steadily, forgetting to look at the time, and
started when he heard a soft knock at the door. He glanced at
the clock. Seven already!

“Potter! Are you awake?” a deep, mellow voice called softly.
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“Yes, sir!” Harry instantly opened the door, smiling widely,
and then stepped back in confusion when he saw not just the
Professor, but what could only be a witch as well!

She was certainly a real witch. She wore robes of green
like Morgan le Fay, and she had a tall, conical hat on her head.
Straight and stern, she looked about the room unhappily. Then
she saw Harry, and her thin face softened into a gentle smile.

“He does have his mother’s eyes, “ she murmured.

Professor Snape led the witch into the room, shut the
door, and said, “Professor McGonagall, this is Harry Potter. Mr
Potter, Professor McGonagall will be one of your teachers at
Hogwarts. She is here to help us today.”

Harry said excitedly. “Happy to meet you, Professor. Your
name was on my letter!”

“So it was,” she replied. “I was quite pleased to hear that
you were going to be joining us this term.”

She had a pretty Scots accent. Harry liked the sound of it.
He stepped back, and gestured. “I've been working hard on
my room since | woke up! Isn't it brilliant?”

Professor McGonagall managed an odd smile, and said
tartly, “I'm sure it’s a vast improvement on your former lodg-
ings! | was very sorry, Mr Potter, to discover how badly your
relatives have treated you. When Professor Snape told me last
night what they had been up to, | knew | had to come and
help set things right today.”

Harry wondered what was going to happen to him. “I really
like my room. Do you think the Dursleys will let me keep it? Or
will I stay here? Last night,” he said to Snape, “you thought that
I might go somewhere else.”

“Do you want to go somewhere else?” Snape asked, giving
the boy an unreadable look.

“I really like my room,” Harry repeated, “but the Dursleys
are not going to like me having it.”

“That is what we are here to discuss, Mr Potter,” Minerva
assured him.

“You should have some breakfast while we talk, Mr Potter,”
Snape said. “As long as you can be done before eight, you can
make what you like.”

“What would you like, Professor?” Harry asked McGonadall
politely.

“My dear lad!” she protested, very distressed. “We did not
mean—"

Snape said smoothly. “We have already breakfasted at
Hogwarts, Mr Potter, but thank you for the invitation.”

Harry hurried down the stairs. “Maybe some tea, then?” he
asked, glancing back at his visitors.

The two professors looked at each other with expressions
that Harry could not interpret. “Tea would be very nice, Mr
Potter,” said the witch, after a moment.

Harry led them to the spotless, airy kitchen and gestured to
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the table. “Please take a seat. | won't be long.” He hesitated, and
then asked Snape, “Are you sure it’s all right?”
“Have exactly what you like, Mr Potter,” Snape ordered him.
“We have a busy day ahead, and you will need all your strength.”

Minerva watched, fascinated and rather appalled, as the
little boy set about his work with practiced efficiency. There
was not a trace of self-important bustling. With great economy
of motion, the kettle was on the hob, bread brought out to be
toasted, an egg cracked deftly with a single hand, two rash-
ers of bacon set to fry. She looked at Snape rather helplessly.
It was all very well for a wizard to be self-sufficient, but the
boy’s expertise clearly showed that Severus’ tale of servitude
and exploitation was no more than the truth.

“Milk or lemon for your tea? Harry asked.

“Lemon, please. No sugar.”

“For me too, Mr Potter,” Snape told him. He noted approv-
ingly that the boy took out a fresh lemon and cut it into thin,
identical slices. He'll be a dab hand at preparing potions ingre-
dients. Snape cast a heating charm on the water to set it boil-
ing. The boy lifted his eyebrows in surprise, but had the tea
in the strainer—good quality English Breakfast tea—and the
cups set out in short order. The pot was rinsed with boiling
water first. Snape was very pleased. Potter knew how to brew
tea properly. It seemed a good omen.

While that was reaching the perfect strength, the toast

popped up, making Minerva jump. Snape smirked at her,
and she narrowed her eyes. Harry did not notice, as he was
examining the many pots of jam the Dursleys had in stock. He
had never tasted any of them. He wondered if he would like
orange marmalade or lemon curd better. Or maybe honey?
That he had tasted, when Aunt Petunia taught him how to
glaze a ham. Plunging into the unknown, he snatched up the
jar of raspberry jam, and then quickly turned the bacon. That
done, he began filling a glass of water from the tap for himself.

Snape cleared his throat. “Mr Potter, perhaps you might
consider milk or juice rather than plain water. | also have a
potion for you to drink when you sit down.”

“Sorry, sir,” Harry apologised. “The milk and juice are just
for the Dursleys.”

“Today they are for you,” Snape declared.

This required another decision, and Harry opted for orange
juice, which he thought would be tasty with the crisp saltiness
of the bacon. He filled the glass, and then took a look at the tea.
It seemed just right, and he served his professors with a certain
pride. He had never played host before, but he had seen his
aunt and uncle do it many times.

“You're sure you wouldn’t care for some toast, at least?” he
asked.

“Just tea, “ Minerva replied gently.

Snape’s gesture told Harry that he should see to his own




breakfast. It seemed odd, making such a meal only for himself,
but once on his plate it looked very appetizing. He waited for
them to try their tea. It was never a good idea to take the first
bite at this table. Another glass was at his place, filled with a
milky blue liquid.

Minerva saw him waiting, and sipped from her cup. “This is
delicious, Mr Potter. Thank you.”

“Yes, well done. Now drink your potion and then tuck in,”
Snape said brusquely. “You eat, and we’ll tell you what came
of our meeting with the Headmaster last night.”

Harry quaffed down the potion obediently. It tasted odd,
and rather nasty, but he supposed medicine was supposed
to taste like that. Then he ate his breakfast, trying to mind his

manners. It was a little unnerving to have a hearty meal while

grownups watched him. He kept his eyes on his plate, and

found it was less worrying that way.

Snape began. “Mr Potter, you will remember that yester-
day | told you that the fact you survived the Killing Curse had
made you rather famous in the wizarding world. There are
any number of witches and wizards who would be eager to

obtain custody of you.”

R

Harry looked up, surprised but a little wary. Who would

want him?

L Y

“However,” Snape continued, “it’s all very mixed up with

politics. If it were known that you were no longer living with




your family, there might be legal battles over you, and some of
the participants might not want what is best for you, but want
to make use you and your fame for their own ends.”
Harry made a face. That didn’t sound so good. He bit into the
jam-laden toast, and found it was as delicious as he had imagined.
Professor McGonadall put in, “Obviously, we do not want that
to happen to you. We discussed placing you with some nice
people we know, or even having you come to live year-round at
Hogwarts, but that would be contested by anyone related to you.”
“I have other relatives?” Harry said, his eyes brightening.
Snape answered, rather sourly. “The wizarding world
is small, Mr Potter. Nearly everyone is related, one way or
another. In your case, none very closely, because the Potters

were only sons for three generations, but any relationship

counts among us. As you know, simply being related by blood

does not ensure kind treatment. Some of your relatives are
decent people, and some are not. If it went before the Wizen-
gamot, we have no guarantee that you would find yourself any
better off than you are now.”

Harry nodded, rather resigned to his fate with the Dursleys.
He only hoped he would not have to give up his room!

Snape grunted, “Professor McGonadall had an idea that
would keep you here, technically under your family’s roof,
but safe from interference by them.”

Minerva took another sip of the excellent tea, and laid out

the plan. “You will have almost no contact with the Dursleys
from this day on, Mr Potter. Perhaps no contact at all, really.
We will see that your room is made very comfortable, and you
will have no need to step out into the part of the house where
the Dursleys live. We will see to it that they do not trouble you.”

Harry was worried. “What about—you know—the bath-
room? And meals? How will | eat? Will | be locked up in my
room until school starts?”

“Of course not!” Minerva was scandalised. “Naturally,
you're right to be concerned about such things, but we have
thought it through carefully. You'll have your own bathroom.
We'll put it in today—"

Harry’s eyes widened. “I'll have an ensuite! Wicked!”
McGonagall looked at him reprovingly for interrupting her.

“Sorry, Professor, but that’s really great.”

“l am glad you approve. Your meals will be brought to you
three times a day from Hogwarts by one of the kitchen elves.”

Harry bit his lip, not wanting to interrupt, but wondering what
a kitchen elf might be. Snape saw the question in the green eyes.

“House elves are small magical creatures who serve witches
and wizards, Mr Potter. They live to cook and clean, and they
have remarkable powers of their own. Hogwarts has a large
staff of such elves in the kitchens. The Headmaster has agreed
to assign one to you, who will serve your meals, clean your

room, and do your laundry. You will be able to concentrate on
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your studies without distractions.”

Seeing Harry’s face, McGonadall reassured him. “They are
very kind and friendly beings, Mr. Potter. They will consider it
quite an honor. They can also carry messages, if you have any
problems or concerns. We, of course, will be back and forth fre-
quently from now until the start of term.”

“I do like my room,” Harry told them. “And having my own
bathroom and regular meals will be great” Bravely, he said,
“I have lots of books and things to do in my room. I'll be fine
staying there for the next month, really.”

Impatiently, Snape growled, “Don’t play the martyr, Potter!
You and | will be out to the shops any number of times, and Pro-
fessor McGonagall here believes it to be a good idea for you to
have your own entrance to the house. You may come and go as
you please, as long as you're sensible. If you're not, we will lock
you up until the start of term!”

The thought of all this was dizzying. “My own door? How
will you do that?”

Snape gave him an exasperated look. “How do you think?
With magic.”

“Am | allowed to watch?”

“Why not?” Snape asked. “You just may learn something.”

“The time, Severus,” Minerva said warningly.

“Thank you. Now, Mr Potter, your relations will be awaken-

ing presently from their beauty sleep.” He smirked at Harry’s

laugh. “When we arrived, Professor McGonagall and | took
pictures of your cupboard as evidence against them. Remove
anything you plan to keep, and then the cupboard will be
sealed, and your relatives will never think of it again. No, don’t
worry about the washing up. I'll deal with your family, while
you and Professor McGonagall begin work to improve your
room. I'll send your uncle to his place of business and your
cousin out to terrorise the neighbors. Your aunt and | may
need to undertake some errands this morning. After I've fin-
ished with your relatives, I'll go out again and get the items
necessary for your new bathroom and entrance.”

There was really very little of value left in the cupboard.
Harry retrieved his books and his action figures. A picture
he had drawn of a flying motorcycle (his teacher had writ-
ten, “You have a wonderful imagination!” on it) was carefully
detached from the wall. The clothes he hoped never to see
again. The fish still lay on the carpet, eyes sunken, looking
very past its prime. It was beginning to stink horribly.

Minerva was amused at the sight, and told Harry, “A shot-
gun into a salmon. An excellent example of the art of Trans-
figuration. | am proud to tell you that | taught Professor Snape,
when he was no older than you. | taught your parents, too.
Your father had a rare talent for Transfiguration, which | hope
you share. It is a difficult and dangerous subject, but infinitely

useful. What Professor Snape did last night somewhat resem-
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bles the very first lesson you will be learning, which is how to
turn matchsticks into needles.”
Harry frowned.

“l can see you are wondering what the point of the exercise

is. It is easier to transfigure things that resemble one another.

We start small, and then apply those lessons to larger and
more complicated items.”

That made sense. Harry nodded. As they went upstairs, he
said to Professor McGonadall. “Magdic is pretty amazing.”

“Mr Potter, you don’t know the half of it.”

bedroom. Vernon Dursley lay sprawled
~ on his back, mouth open, snoring like a
dragon. Petunia was curled on her side,
her face etched with anxious dissatisfac-

tion, even in sleep. Snape regarded the

—
—
= pair with revulsion. There were man
— . Y
—
—
—

situations in which potions were superior
7,

. to charms. Most sleeping potions would
assist an individual in finding rest, or mini-

o 'l
. mize the body’s functions to permit long-
_, term sleep. Snape had had none of those potions

on his person last night, and thus had had to
resort to a Morpheus charm.

The charm was effective, but forced sleep on
the individual, ignoring all other signals from the body.
After twelve hours, the Dursleys’ mattress was sodden
with voided urine. Well, that was easily dealt with.

They would awaken at any moment. Snape lis-
tened briefly to the excited young voice talking with
Minerva in the bedroom down the hall, and turned to the

subjects before him. The potion he would use on them was




perfectly legal, but only because the Ministry did not know it
existed. Snape had created it long ago, when his views were
somewhat different than they were now. It had a mild effect
on wizards and witches, but the impact on muggles was over-
whelming. It had made dealing with his father in the elder
Snape’s last years bearable. He felt no remorse at using it on
the Dursleys. It certainly would interfere with the exercise of
their Free Will, but that was all to the good, as far as he was
concerned. A sentence to Azkaban or a muggle prison also
interfered with one’s Free Will, as did the possession of a
conscience. Since the Dursleys had no conscience whatever
where it concerned Harry Potter, Snape felt he had every right
to directly dictate changes in their behavior. A night’s sleep

had not cooled his anger. He had decided that, among other

things, they should repay more of the boy’s money. He would

tell Minerva a story about a mild compulsion charm. As to
Dumbledore, Snape was not pleased with him. What he did
here was none of Dumbledore’s business, and he would take
care to see that Dumbledore knew as little as possible. He
produced an atomizer, and sprayed the potion directly up the
Dursleys’ nostrils, careful not to breathe it in himself.

It did not act exactly like the Imperius Curse, but rendered
the subject submissive and suggestible for at least half a day.
Ideas and memories would remain permanently. After allowing

ten seconds for the potion to do its work, he put the atomizer

away, and cast a “Finite” on them.

“It is perfectly normal for me to be here, and you will listen
to me and obey me. Petunia is going to give Harry Potter five
hundred pounds for clothing and spending money. That is a
good idea, and when either of you see the account records,
you will think it was the least you could do for him. You will
not think about Harry anymore, or ask him to do anything for
you, or try to enter the cupboard under the stairs. You will
not try to open the door of his room, and in fact you will not
even see it. Harry Potter is not your problem. If anyone asks
you about him, you will say that you've had a bit of luck with
the boy. It turns out his parents paid his expenses to their old
school, and h€’ll be gone most of the year. A good thing all
around. Maybe they’ll make something of him at that school
of his. You will say that it'’s called Stornaway School. That is
the public name of Hogwarts, by the way, and it has a good
reputation. Then you will change the subject. You will never
say the actual name of Hogwarts, of course, and you will never
mention magic or talk about freaks. The boy goes to school
on the first of September. On that date, Vernon will not go
to work until after lunch, because you are supposed to take
Harry to King’s Cross for the morning train. You will not actu-
ally take him there, because someone else will take him, but
that is the story you will tell people. After that date, you will

tell anyone who asks that you've heard he’s doing well. During




the summer when he is home, you will tell anyone who asks
that you don’t see much of him. He likes to get his own meals,
and he’s always studying or meeting friends from his school.

“You, Vernon, will get up, clean yourself, and go to work as
usual today. You will not notice Harry or me or any strangers.
You will not have breakfast. You could stand to lose a stone or
two. Petunia—sit there quietly until I return.”

He entered Dudley’s room. The smell was even fouler here.
After administering the potion spray, he said, “Dudley, it is per-
fectly normal for me to be here, and you will listen to me and
obey me. Sit here until your father is finished in the bathroom.
Then open your window, shower, and dress in clean clothes.
Then go out for a good long walk of at least an hour. You will not
have breakfast today. You could stand to lose a stone or two.
Perhaps you should eat more fruits and vegetables, and fewer
sweets and fatty foods. Perhaps you should make an effort
at your new school. You shouldn’t bully other people. If your
mother asks you to help her with the house or garden, you will
do as you are asked. You will not think about Harry anymore.
If anyone asks you about him, you'll tell them that he’s going
to his parents’ old school, and during the summer holidays in
the future you will say that he spends all his time studying or
seeing his school friends. You will not call him a freak, or insult
his parents. You will not like it when your friends do it, and you

will tell them you don't like it, and that you've decided to grow

up. Then you will change the subject. You won't remember
about magic or about my visit last night. Today if you see me or
Harry or any other strangers in the house, you will not notice
us. You will not try to enter the cupboard under the stairs. You
will not remember about your second bedroom or anything
left in it. You will not even notice the door.”

Snape had no idea what the effect of his suggestions pref-
aced with “Perhaps—” would have on the boy in the long
term. He wondered if he should feel guilty, but decided not
to be. His words would give the boy a kind of artificial con-
science, something like the ethical restraints that his parents
should have instilled in him over the years. It might be inter-
esting to have a look later, and see what actually took place.

While Vernon, and then Dudley, showered and took their leave,
Snape looked in to see how Minerva was faring with the boy.

“Professor Snape!” Harry nearly shouted, eager to show
him the changes. Snape noted that his fresh clothing now fit
him. “Look at my new desk! Professor McGonagall can make
furniture out of cardboard boxes!” He explained helpfully,

“Cardboard comes from trees, too, so it’s easier to transfigure it
permanently into things made of wood than if you used plas-
tic or other stuff that’s not related.”

Snape blinked. “Very impressive. You're a lucky boy, Mr Potter,

to have a Transfiguration Mistress do your redecorating.”

There was a polished desk of dark oak pushed under the




wide-open window. The legs and edges were carved with a
barley twist motif. The top of the desk was covered with dark
red leather, as was the seat of the matching chair. The globe he
remembered as broken last night was repaired and set neatly
to one side. An elaborate brass inkstand was ready to be filled.
Minerva was smiling smugly.

“I think it will do nicely,” she agreed. “Mr Potter, put your
quills away—yes, there. The ink is poured in there. Parch-
ment here, your planner—a good idea—yes, just over there. A
bookcase next, | believe. Where would you like it?”

A broken box was very soon a tall, handsome bookcase—
also of oak. It stood against the wall opposite the window,
near the door. The bottom of it was enclosed with cupboard
doors, to keep the hoard of toys tidy. Instantly the boy began
arranging his books and small treasures. Minerva sat in the
elegant desk chair, watching the boy with dry amusement.

“While you are being brilliant,” Snape remarked acidly,

“please do something about that” He pointed to the lamp.
Minerva shuddered. Snape added, “Nothing to the working
bits, of course, since the boy will need to use it, but something
about the appearance, certainly.”

Minerva cocked her head, studying it. Before she could
wave her wand, however, there was a flutter outside, and the
bushes rustled with the weight of a tawny owl.

Snape remembered the multitude of spells he had cast

since yesterday, and all but slapped his head with horror.
What if the boy were blamed? “Bloody hell! Is it the Misuse
of Magic Office?”

Minerva waved the bird in and removed the message.
“Calm down, Severus. Mafalda Hopkirk is an old friend of mine.
When you stormed out of the Headmaster’s office yesterday,
I sent her an owl telling her that Hogwarts staff would be in
and out of Mr Potter’s house until the beginning of term.” She
looked over the note. “Yes—she understands that any magic
done here is being done by qualified adults.”

Harry watched it all in amazement. Shyly, he approached
the owl, stretching out his hand. “Owls deliver messages?
That'’s fantastic! | have got to get myself one!”

“An excellent idea, Mr Potter,” Minerva answered absently,
as she unfolded another piece of paper from the message.

Snape was considering the situation. In effect, Minerva had
just removed the Trace from the boy’s wand. It would make it
much easier to get the boy acclimated to his studies now.

Minerva handed the attachment to him. “Fill in your name—
here. You need to have Mrs Dursley sign this.”

“What is it?” Snape looked it over. It was a standard Ministry
form, but one he had never seen before.

“If she signs it, it will name you her proxy for Mr Potter’s con-

tacts with the wizarding world. You'll act as her deputy guard-

ian while he is at school, and for situations involving magic.”




Harry looked up hopefully. Snape was puzzled.

“I've never heard of such a thing.”

“It's not often done,” Minerva allowed. “In fact, not for years.
| asked Mafalda to track the form down for me.” Turning to
Harry, she said, “Years ago, Mr Potter, when | was a young stu-
dent, there was a boy at Hogwarts who lived in an orphanage.
While we permit muggle families of students to know about
madic, an institution cannot be permitted the same rights. We
send grade reports to your guardian, and ask them to sign
permission forms, and contact them if you are injured. Obvi-
ously, we couldn’t send a grade report for things like Charms
and Potions to the head of a muggle orphanage, who might
well be replaced at any time. Therefore, one of the boy’s pro-
fessors became proxy guardian for magical affairs.”

“His Head of House?” Snape asked.

“Actually, Albus was his proxy. The boy was not a Gryffindor,
but Albus had been his first contact in the wizarding world.”

“Why not Albus again? He’s the Headmaster.” Snape looked
away from the hurt disappointment on Harry’s face. He con-
tinued, “He would undoubtedly consider it his prerogative.”

Minerva shook her head. “I don't think so. You know what

we discussed last night? Others might want to be Mr. Potter’s

proxy, but you're in a unique position. No other witch or wizard
was Lily and Petunia Evans’ childhood neighbor and playmate.

It makes perfect sense, especially to people who really don't

know the truth of the situation. No one will think to question it.”

Snape stood mulling it over, and Harry felt hopeful again.
He stroked the owl’s soft feathers, and received a gentle nip
in return. Smiling, he remembered the beautiful white owl in
the shop. Perhaps it was still for sale.

“Well, Mr Potter,” Snape asked. “What do you think about this?
Be warned: if | am in charge of your dealings with the wizarding
world, | will expect exemplary grades and sterling conduct.”

“You'll be seeing my grades instead of Aunt Petunia?”

“Exactly. It probably is for the best that the Dursleys not
receive owls from us. I'm planning on altering your family’s
memories so that they will almost never even think of you,
much less think of bothering you. Even if Petunia were well-
disposed towards you, | believe a wizard would be of more
use to you in guiding your studies.”

'”

“I think so too!” Harry agreed, relieved. “It would be great if
you'd be my guardian.”

Snape corrected him carefully. “l won’t be your legal guard-
ian, Mr Potter. Just the proxy. If people ever ask you who your
guardian is, you must tell them that it is your Aunt Petunia. If
they press you, you can tell them that she appointed me to be
her proxy for magical affairs because we have known each
other all our lives. It’s stretching the truth, but it will keep other
people from trying to get hold of you.”

He strode down the hall and presented the form to a




tractable Petunia for her signature. He signed it as well, and
returned to find Harry still admiring the tawny owl. The boy
watched, fascinated, as Snape demonstrated how to fasten a
message and direct an owl.

The boy told McGonagall, “When we were at Diagon Alley, |
saw this white owl. It was gorgeous. | hope it’s still there when
| go back to get my boots.”

“I hope so too, Mr Potter,” the witch replied kindly. “Now back
to the matter at hand. What do you think a lamp should look like?”

Snape left them to it, realizing that this morning the boy
would learn more about the principles of Transfiguration than
most pureblooded children learned in their entire childhoods.
He stopped by Dudley’s room to cast a “Scourgify” and then
a drying charm on the bed. He did likewise in Petunia’s room.
Then it was time to take Petunia out on their errands. This was
going to be much more complicated.

He sent her off to shower and change, telling her that they

were going to the bank today, and she would need to dress

appropriately, and bring all the papers about Harry’s benefits.
With a sniff, he instructed her to behave politely to everyone,
including himself, and to speak of the boy as “Harry.”

Snape disliked being seen on the street with Petunia Evans
Dursley. He had never liked her from the day they met, and
there was something wrong about walking beside her. Twice

they ran into acquaintances of Petunia’s, and Snape had to

describe himself as an “old friend of the family,” while endur-
ing Petunia’s smiling acquiescence. No one seemed to find
anything inappropriate about seeing the two of them together,
which Snape found perversely irritating.

He had decided that it would be best to set up Harry’s
account at a different bank than the one the Dursleys patron-
ised. The five hundred pounds that would be the initial deposit
was withdrawn from the Dursleys’ account and then taken to
another bank. With a little mental pressure, Snape was able
to have the account set up in Harry’s name with both Petunia
and Snape himself shown as custodians. The child benefit
and guardian’s allowance would be deposited directly into
the account in future. All statements would be sent to Snape’s
muggle address. Snape forced himself to smile and respond
pleasantly to the bank clerk’s silly small talk. He would have
to return here from time to time, and did not want to attract
unwanted notice or incur any hostility. Petunia, under the influ-
ence of the potion, was uncommonly docile and accommodat-
ing. When she was not being horrid her face relaxed, and she
did not look so entirely unworthy of being Lily Evans’ sister.

On the way back to Privet Drive, Snape had another sur-
prise. Walking at some distance ahead of them was a woman
he believed he knew: a squib named Arabella Figg. Snape
remembered that she had run errands for Albus during the

war. She had learned to fit in among the muggles quite well,
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but Snape wondered what she was doing in the neighborhood.

Only for a moment. Instantly, he realized that she must be
here on Albus’ business. Quietly, he asked Petunia, “Do you
know that woman over there?”

Pleasantly, Petunia answered, “Mrs Figg. A little odd, but
quite useful. She often looks after Harry when we want to go
out with Dudders.”

“How long has she lived here?”

“Oh—nearly as long as we have. | believe she took the
house on Wisteria Walk not long after Harry came to us.”

“I see.”

He did. Albus knows everything, the twinkling old spider.
The woman was placed in the neighborhood in order to report
to him. What exactly did she tell him? Snape decided a dis-
creet interview with Arabella Figg would be desirable.

That would come later, however. He led Petunia back to Privet
Drive, and sat with her for over an hour, listening in as she dealt
with a bureaucrat over the telephone about the boy’s benefits
and the bank account. When all was settled, and she hung up
the receiver, Snape had her look at the address he had written.

He said, “Whenever you receive any correspondence about
Harry, whether from the government or elsewhere, you will
forward it to me immediately to this address, and then you will
forget about it. | will deal with Harry’s affairs. Do you understand?”

“l understand,” she answered obediently.

“So ¢glad,” Snape muttered. Aloud he said, “And if Harry’s
Aunt Marge comes for a visit, you will send me a note to the
same address, telling me the dates.” Snape knew that eventu-
ally he would have to deal with Vernon’s sister, who seemed
to have known and collaborated in the boy’s abuse. “Then
you will forget about it. Clear?”

She nodded.

“Very well, Petunia, we're done here. You will take up your
usual housework. You will not notice Harry or me or anyone
else about the house. You will have to work somewhat harder,
of course, now that you don’t have your nephew to help you. If
things become too difficult, you should ask darling Dudders to
help you. It's so important for a boy to know how to take care of
himself. Teaching him how to do house and garden work is really
for his own good, and it’s your duty to teach him. If necessary,
you'll have to persuade Vernon, but you know that right is on
your side.” Her bland lack of response annoyed him. He hissed,

“Are you aware that Vernon and Dudley are dangerously obese?”

“Yes.” It was said with perfect calm.

“Don’t you care if they die young?”

“Not very much. Vernon is so disgusting. | hate his sister
Marge. If he died, | wouldn’t have to see her anymore.”

“What about your son? Isn’t he worth any effort on your part?”

In the same unnervingly calm voice, she complained, “It’s

so hard to get him to do anything. I'd rather not be bothered.




Harry did everything so well, after all.”

“No more Harry, Petunia. Not ever again. Now listen to me. You
are going to take Dudley to a doctor, and you will follow the doc-
tor’s advice. If Vernon objects, you should make an appointment
for him, too. They both could stand to lose a few stone. And you
can't keep covering up for Dudley’s bullying and bad behavior.
Find him some sort of sport or class to take up in the summer
holidays in future. Take him there yourself if you must. And start-
ing today, you will tell him that you expect him to make good
grades at school and to behave like a gentleman. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

Snape blew out a breath, and slumped back on the sofa
beside Petunia, wondering why he was bothering. Was it
because he believed it would have pleased Lily? Would it have
pleased her, in fact? Lily could be very hard on people who dis-
appointed her, as he knew too well. One wrong word, uttered

in a moment of panic, had estranged him from her forever,

with no hope of mercy or forgiveness. He had heard gossip

that she had not attended Petunia’s wedding, after some sort
of row at her own. It was entirely possible that Lily would have
thought the Dursleys deserved one another. She was not very
understanding of people who caused their own problems. He
smirked, remembering the things she had said to Black when
she caught him with a cigarette. And she had despised Snape’s

father for his drinking. Less vocally, she had let Snape under-

stand how much she despised her own father for the same
failing. No one had seen her at her parents’ funeral. Perhaps
she was too angry to go. Snape took a quick breath, suddenly
grasping where the germ of Petunia’s vicious story of her sister’s
drunken “car crash” had come from—the horrible accident
that had killed the elder Evanses in the spring of ’81. Lily and
Petunia were sisters, after all, and there was a certain resembl—
No. Such thoughts were disloyal, and he put them aside.

He took comfort in the reflection that there were sound
reasons for what he was doing. The Dursleys were bound
to attract attention eventually by their aggressive, ridiculous
attempts to prove themselves normal. Their behavior was so
pathological that it must end in Dudley or Vernon arrested, or
Petunia going off the deep end and murdering them, or fed-up
neighbors burning the house down over their heads. It was all
too probable that one day someone would take note of their
abuse of their nephew, and then the muggle police would be
involved, and Dumbledore’s carefully crafted plan to hide
the boy would collapse like a house of cards. Ultimately, the
best way for the Dursleys to escape scrutiny was to scrap their
deranged pretense of normality and exchange it for the real
thing. Besides, if Vernon or Dudley suffered a catastrophic
illness while Harry was still in school, it might disrupt life at
Privet Drive, and call for further, more complicated interfer-

ence. The house, he gathered, was not yet paid for, and the




loss of Vernon’s income would require a change of address.
This would inconvenience his own plans for Harry Potter.

Of course, he smiled nastily to himself, he might have put the
cat among the pigeons with the ideas he had planted in Petu-
nia and Dudley’s heads. Suggestions made under the influence
of his potion could only do so much to affect general behavior,
and might affect different individuals in different ways. Oh—he
had no doubt that they would obey specific orders, but some-
thing as vague as “do better in school?” It would be interesting
to see what came of it. It was time to be on his way, and do the
necessary shopping for alterations to the boy’s room.

Nevertheless, there was one thing more he wanted from
Petunia.

“Tell me all about what happened at Lily’s wedding.”

(OO OTOTC )

Harry admired his new bed. It was both incredibly posh
and incredibly comfortable. He had explained to Professor
McGonagall about feeling uneasy in such an open space. She
had responded by transfiguring his plain single bed into a

curtained oak four-poster, complete with canopy. It was still

a single bed in size, but the most gorgeous he had ever seen.

“You will find the beds at Hogwarts very similar,” he was told.
It was very cozy, when he drew the bedcurtains. He popped

out adain, and thanked her profusely. He thanked her yet again

when she improved the ugly chest of drawers into something
bigger and finer: carved dark oak which matched the desk and
bed. He had two spare chairs for his visitors, and she had left
some space between the chest of drawers and the door, because
she told him he would want a place for his Hogwarts trunk.

The lamp had changed shape and color many times. In
its final form, it was a handsome desk lamp: white, sprin-
kled with Snitches and Quaffles and Beaters Bats, all in gold.
It was shaded with a dome of warm amber glass. Profes-
sor McGonadall loved Quidditch, and had played on the
Gryffindor house team as a Chaser. She knew even more
about it than Professor Snape. Harry liked his lamp, and felt it
gave a properly magical touch to his room.

The walls were left white— not that there was much to be
seen of them with the tall furniture and the two doors and the
window. The door to the closet was opposite the window, just
after the bookcase when one entered the room from the hall.
The bed fit into the far corner of the room. The foot of it was
only three feet from the closet.

“Yes.” Minerva surveyed the room carefully. “That will do. Your
bed lies against the outer wall of the house. In that space between
the foot of the bed and the closet, we'll put your private entrance.”
She gave a sharp, pleased nod, and then asked, “Have you
decided on a colour for the curtains yet?”

The curtains had begun as brown, and then evolved into a




kind of russet, and then into a dark blue. Harry sorted through
his paints and crayons until he found what he liked best. In
short order, the window curtains, the bedcurtains, the cush-
ions of the two spare chairs, and a soft woolly rug made from a
ragged jumper were a radiant turquoise.

“Maybe a little darker,” Harry suggested. They amused them-
selves, adding a little more green, or a little more blue, or dark-
ening it, or lightening it, until it was perfect: soothing, but neither
gloomy nor girly. Harry stroked the velvet of his bedcurtains
and duvet, and was more than satisfied.

“Best Room in the World” was his verdict. “Thank you so
much, Professor.”

“You're very welcome, Mr Potter,” Minerva smiled, consid-
ering her work. She did not think of herself as one who need-
lessly coddled children, but Harry had had a wretched life,
and it was a kind of catharsis to be able to put some of it right

for him, even if only with material goods. She studied the bare

walls, and remembered something from her own childhood.

“Perhaps a little plain—" she decided.
She lifted her wand once more, and a pattern began emerg-
ing, a border of black symbols near the top of the white wall.
“What are those, Professor?” Harry wondered.
“Runes,” Minerva replied. “You can do all sorts of magic with
runes: Rituals, wards, Symbolic Magic. They can reveal one’s

true nature and dive clues about one’s destiny. Real, solid,
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good old-fashioned magic—not like that tea leaf rubbish in
Divina—" She stopped herself, self-conciously, “Well, that’s
neither here nor there. Before we used wands much here in
Britain, there were Runes and Ogham and Dalriadan script. This
first set is Old Futhark. Next is Young Futhark. Here is Ogham.”
The black symbols marched on, neat and uniform. “Next | think
I'll write the Greek alphabet, and then the Egyptian hieroglyph-
ics. | shan’t bother with the Latin alphabet, since you know it
already of course, and the magic in it has mostly dissipated
over time.” She sighed. “Too much rubbish written in it. Too
many muggles using it. It still tells one things, and it can per-
suade, but much of the magic is gone. However,” she told him,
“Take Young Futhark here. There’s a lot of power in these Runes.
Would you like to see your name written in Runes, Mr Potter?”
Harry grinned in response, enjoying the experience of anyone
being interested in himself and his name. The symbols did not
make much sense to him—the “H” of Harry looked like some-
thing between an “N” and an “H,” but Professor McGonagall
seemed to be very struck by the letters for some reason.
Minerva was indeed startled by what she saw. Neither Lily
nor James had studied Runes. Magic had fashions, like every-
thing else, and in their day Runes had been considered “irrel-
evant.” Everyone in their set was all for Astronomy—perhaps
because of poor Remus Lupin’s problem—and Care of Magi-

cal Creatures. Lily likely had never seen her child’s name in

this old tongue, and had never seen what Minerva now did.

Oh, my. Power and magic and prophecy. The doubled Tyr
for the warrior path and the doubled Raido for a journey. Prop-
erty—an inheritance? Ordeals and hindrances. Well, that’s cer-
tainly true. Another Raido. The Runes quivered and blended,
and then grew clearer. No mere journey, then. An heroic quest.
He’s such a little boy! Albus is not telling me everything. Really!
Harry’s adventures did not end the night of Voldemort’s disap-
pearance. They've scarcely begun!

Thinking of the house wards gave her a new idea. She
shook her head to clear it, and asked briskly, “Would you like

to learn to do some real magic of your own today?”
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CHAPTER 11

Y THE TIME Snape had

returned from Magical Home and

to Privet Drive with his purchases,

and was baffled when he attempted

1 to open young Potter’s door, and could not.

“Alohamora!” he incanted, waving his wand at the
@ door. The door remained obstinately closed.
“Is that you, Professor?” the boy called out

from within.

“Of course it's me,” Snape growled. “Were you
expecting Merlin?”

The door was flung open, and the boy was there,
green eyes bright as ever his mother’s had been, a
huge grin on his face. “It worked! Come in, sir.”

Minerva was sitting in the middle of the room, at

a small table set for three. “Of course it worked, Mr

() Potter. You cast the ward very nicely.”
“Wards?” Snape raised a brow at Minerva. “You've been let-

ting the boy use his wand? I'm shocked, shocked to find rule-

breaking going on in here!”

Harry could hardly hold in his delight. “I didn’t use my
wand! Professor McGonagall’s been teaching me how to cast
a ward by carving runes! And | did it!”

Snape frowned and set down his packages. He was no expert
in runic wardings, but he knew the symbols must be somewhere—

Harry grinned even more broadly and pointed to the doorsill.
Snape squinted, and bent to look. Sure enough, three little runes
were scratched into the wood—very unobtrusively. He might
never have noticed, had they not been pointed out to him. With
the door shut, they were invisible. “How sly and cunning of you,
he remarked—more to taunt Minerva than to tease the boy.

Minerva only laughed. “One can't be too careful. Sit down
with us, Severus. Muffy, you may serve the luncheon now.”

A little house elf appeared, bearing a heavy, fragrant tray.
In a flash, food was before them, and the elf was gone. Harry
beamed at Snape. “That’s Muffy! She’s brilliant! | told her
everything | like to eat—"

Minerva added dryly, “—and | told her everything you
ought to eat.”

Harry blushed, and subsided, still smiling. “I like every-
thing, anyway.” He fidgeted, eyes on his glass of milk and his
plate of sandwiches and fruit salad.

After a morning of Petunia and muggle functionaries, not to

mention his visit to the home repair shop, Snape was glad of
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the meal. He saw the boy watching him furtively, green eyes
veiled by his thick black eyelashes. Minerva noticed, too, and
smiled quietly to herself, her spoon dipping neatly into her
Scotch Broth. Minerva always ate lightly in the middle of the
day—nearly always soup.

Snape made a careful show of unfolding the napery, choos-
ing the appropriate utensil, holding it correctly, and eating with
a minimum of noise. After a moment, the boy followed suit, cor-
recting his grip on his own fork. Snape wondered if the boy had
been allowed to eat with his family. Even if he had, Petunia prob-
ably would not have bothered to teach nice manners to a “freak.”

While they ate, Snape brought up their next project. “If
you have the time, Professor McGonagall, | thought we might
create the bathroom next.”

She smiled. “l am quite at your disposal, Professor Snape.”

After thinking it over, Harry asked, “Where are you going to
put a bathroom? The room’s pretty full already.”

“We're going to expand your closet, Mr Potter,” Snape told him.
“It is usually possible to expand space magically to some degree.
We will enlarge your closet, and use most of the space for your
bathroom fixtures. Other than the lavatory and toilet, you'll only
have a shower. | don'’t think the muggles produce enough hot
water to make a tub satisfactory for you.”

“A shower would be great! But don’t you need special

wizard workmen to do that? If Uncle Vernon needed another

bathroom, he’d have to hire someone.”

Snape nodded, “Ordinarily, one would hire a wizarding
builder. However, that would compromise your location, and
besides, I've put in a bathroom before.”

“Professor Snape is a man of many talents,” Minerva
observed drolly.

Giving her a look, Snape decided to tell the truth. “When
| was a boy, Mr Potter, | also lived in a muggle house. We
were poor, and we didn’t have a bathroom at all. There was a
common wash house in the back for everyone in our street. |
can see from your expression that you don't think that was very
pleasant. It wasn’t. One of the first things | did when | was of age
was put a bathroom in my house. | had little money to spare,
and | learned how to do it by myself.”

The boy did not look scornful. His expression was openly
admiring, in fact. “That was really clever of you, sir.”

“I’'m sure you understand why you must never tell this story
to anyone else”

“I won't, sir. | promise,” Harry said earnestly. “I know how
rotten people can be when they think somebody is poor.”

They talked more generally: about the room’s improved
furniture; the value, both educational and aesthetic, of the
runic wall border; and about some of Dudley’s leftover pos-
sessions, which were now Harry’s.

“I have a set of hieroglyphic stamps. They came with a little
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book and everything. Dudley thought they were stupid, but
since they’re another kind of rune, I'm going to keep them.”
“They’re a very nice study aid, Mr Potter,” Minerva told him, “but
if you are using them for magic, it's better to write them yourself”
“Or carve them,” Harry said thoughtfully, remembering the
morning’s lesson.
“Exactly.”
“Just how strong is that ward?” Snape asked Minerva.
“Quite strong, in fact. Fairly simple, but powerful all the same.
Unless one knows that the runes are there, it would require
great power to det past the ward, because ordinary charms
won'’t work against it. Mr Potter made a promise to me,” she said
sternly, “that he won't teach it to anyone else.”
Harry nodded agreeably, and then grinned. He told Snape.
“When Professor McGonagall was a student, she heard about
some boys years before who used it to ward all the girls’ toi-
lets. They had to threaten to send everyone home to make the
boys confess and tell them how to get in, and then they had
to replace the doors and door frames. So now all the students
have to make a vow not to use it for pranks or tell any of their
friends about it.”
Snape raised a brow, somewhat impressed. No one had in
fact ever told him about such a ward. “How did the elf get in,
then? Does the ward not bar elves?”

Minerva smiled in a very superior way. “It does, but Mr

Potter gave her the freedom of his threshold, as he did me.”
Harry hastily swallowed a bite. “And | will you too, sir, but
Professor McGonagall and | wanted to surprise you first”
Snape snorted, rather amused. “When we add your new
entrance, you must ward that as well.”
“I won't forget, sir.” Harry’s attention was diverted by his
plate. “Strawberries are very good,” he remarked, like a
researcher announcing a new discovery.

Snape and McGonadall exchanged a glance.

eeeee®

The stabilising charms were no challenge to a witch of
Minerva’s calibre. Snape admitted to himself that it was a
great help to have another wand when doing this kind of
work. He had reviewed the necessary charms before casting,
and found it all rather enjoyable.

The closet was completely emptied, and then the space was
rotated inwards go degrees, using as the axis the front corner
nearest the hall door. It was a small closet: only six feet wide and
two deep, but the closet proper was now in a new wizarding
space. A square six feet by six feet was available for the bathroom.
The closet light was left in place. Self-replicating tiles for ceiling,
floor, and walls were up in minutes.

The boy watched in delight as a single wall tile copied

itself over and over, covering the walls—and then all the tiles
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adjusted their size at once, fitting the space perfectly. The ceil-
ing tiles were up, and adjusted themselves, and became an
expanse of flawless white plaster. Harry read the wrappings,
studying the charms.

“Could I keep these?” he asked.

“If you like.” Snape was studying the little room, deciding
where to place the fixtures.

“Did this cost a lot of money?” Harry asked, looking at the
triangular shower stall that Professor Snape was enlarging to
its normal size in the far corner.

“I's nothing for you to worry about,” Minerva told him.

“Consider it a present.”

“But—"

Snape straightened, and said, in a voice that closed discussion,
“Your parents contributed a great deal of their money to the war
agdainst the Dark Lord, Mr Potter. We discovered that a little of that
money was left. It is only fair that you get some benefit from it.”

He flicked a look at Minerva, who studied the ceiling with
great composure. Plenty had been said at last night's confer-
ence. In the end, Albus had not proved impossible to per-
suade. If he absolutely insisted that the boy remain under this
roof, he understood that he must pay a price for both his pro-
fessors’ cooperation.

Not that The Order of Phoenix was especially flush with

funds. Snape reveled in bitter satisfaction, in pleased con-

tempt, whenever he thought of how James Potter had squan-
dered his child’s inheritance. Minerva had been fond of Potter,
and made excuses for him: his youth, his father’s premature
death and failure to teach his son about estate management,
the desperate needs of the war.

Snape smiled quietly, knowing all the excuses were rub-
bish. James Potter, the Golden Boy of Gryffindor, was a bad
father who had compromised his orphaned child’s prospects.
Whatever steps he had taken to keep his family safe had
been pitifully inadequate. He had staked everything on his
best friend, who proved a traitor. He was dead, and his stupid
arrogance had killed Lily and would have killed the boy, save
for a magical anomaly. He had left his child without protection,
without a home, without reasonable provisions for his future.
The money remaining at Gringotts was there only because
Potter had not lived to spend that too. Plenty of families had
opposed the Dark Lord, but they had not sacrificed their
children to the struggle. The Longbottoms had suffered, but
their son still lived at Longbottom Lodge. The Weasleys were
ardent Dumbledore loyalists, but Molly would never consider
allowing Arthur to sell—or lease—the Burrow. In fact, if the
Potters had stayed at their ancestral manor, they might well
have been safe behind hundreds of years of—genuine—
blood wards. The estate he knew, was Unplottable, and they

might have hidden there forever, safe on the grounds of the




estate, even if the Dark Lord held sway over all England.

He wondered if Dumbledore had suggested the lease to
them. He knew the old man was ruthless when in pursuit of
a larger goal. And he had to admit that there was some slight
excuse for them. James and Lily had been very young, and nat-
urally followed their mentor’s lead. Lily had had little patience
with pureblood pretensions and the emphasis on landed
property. It did not excuse Potter to the same degree, Snape
felt. Leasing an ancestral property away from one’s own child
was cause sufficient to earn the name of Blood-Traitor. Snape
sneered. Here he was, doing more for Potter’s child than the
idiot had ever done himself. He, Severus Snape, was more a
father to the boy than that foolish, careless—

“Doesn’t that need a pipe or a drain or something?” the boy

was asking him, looking curiously at the bowl of the toilet.

“No. It's charmed to vanish the contents.”

Snape charmed it in place, and then charmed up some racks
for towels, and a mirrored cupboard above the lavatory.

“Where do things go when they're vanished?” Harry wondered.

Snape scowled at Minerva, who was smiling knowingly at
him. She had used some old grey socks to make fluffy towels
in the same shade of bluish green the boy favored.

“These particular charms send vanished material to the inte-
rior of Stromboli, a volcano off the coast of Sicily. It is immedi-

ately incinerated there. Look for it tonight on that globe of yours.”

“Cool. What are those?” Harry asked, pointed at some long
flexible tubes.

“These, Mr Potter,” Snape told him patiently, “are your pipes. |
attach them to the shower. So—and—so. When | pronounce the
charm for this one, it will grow and move through wizard space,
locating a water pipe to attach itself to. This one” —he displayed
the thinner tube—"will seek out the source of hot water. The
muggles will not notice them. After | say the charm, | will do like-
wise for the lavatory. You will always have clean water available.”

Harry listened carefully, while Snape cast the charms. He
stepped back, a little alarmed, as the tubes burrowed into the
wall like questing snakes. A faint echoing whisper hinted at
their movements. The taps chimed a musical tone to signal
that the connection was complete.

“Go ahead,” Snape told Harry. “Turn on the taps.”

'”

“Amazing!” Harry splashed his hands in the running water.
“Well done, Severus!” Minerva seconded the applause. “But |

do want to add my own touch. It’s a little dark in here. How about
awindow?” She looked very mysterious, and added, “A window
that no muggle can see? You'll find this interesting, Mr Potter. It’s
another runic spell called Finn’s Window. | think it an interesting
example of using a runic diagram to effect a Transfiguration.”

Snape watched. This was new to him.

Minerva used her wand to draw five concentric circles on

the wall beside the shower. “You can also simply draw the




circles by hand,” she told the boy.

Harry murmured, “But that’s not a wall to the outside.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she answered a little sharply, intent on
the symbols. Short lines cut through the circles at odd angles.
When she was done, she tapped the center and called out,

“Fiat Lux, Finn!”

Instantly there was a round window with a double frame
of dark wood. Daylight streamed in, but only light. It was like
light through frosted glass. Whatever the window was made
of, it was translucent, not transparent.

“Will there always be light?” Harry asked, feeling a little intim-
idated. He had heard of changing rats into horses and pump-
kins into coaches. He had even seen boxes become furniture,
but this light seemed very peculiar to him.

“Only as long as it really is light outside,” McGonadall answered.

“Can you open the window?”

“No. If you looked behind it at the wall, you would not see
anything. There are runic spells for Finn’s Eye and Finn’s Portal,
as well. But the Eye is too complicated and time-consuming for
today, and there would be no way to keep the muggles from

seeing the Portal, certainly. Or hearing the noise,” she added

wryly. “It's very old magic in my mother’s family. These days,

wizards and witches apparate or use portkeys or Floo. Finn
the Enchanter was an ancestor of mine, and he used the Portal

to escape from a dungeon underground.”

“Handy, if you're in a dungeon without a wand,” Snape com-
mented. He wondered if he could recreate the window. The
markings probably needed to be precise. He would need to
study them in a penseive.

Minerva found the folding doors he had purchased to sepa-
rate the little closet from the bathroom. Two charms had them
enlarged and hinged to the wall. The last tap chimed. The bath-
room was complete: simple and rather Spartan, but quite ser-
viceable. Harry rounded up his water glass and toothbrush and
put them away with great satisfaction.

Opening out the entrance was trickier. They had only the space
between the lathe and the outer wall to work with, and it had to
wrap around to the back of the house. Harry’s outdoor access
would be there, at the back corner nearest his room. The wall
was opened at the foot of his bed, and two stories of space care-
fully expanded. A platform of replicating oak flooring extended
out from the doorway: space enough for three people to stand
comfortably. After reviewing all the attached spells, Snape floated
down a shrunken spiral staircase of wrought iron to the exposed
foundation, while Minerva cast a brilliant Lumos to help him see.
The staircase expanded slowly, settling in more firmly to its magi-
cal grounding. Metal groaned as it stretched and spiraled up in a
black helix, like Jack’s giant beanstalk. The whole structure was
rotated to allow one to step easily from the last riser to the plat-

form outside Harry’s door. The staircase was secured to founda-
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tion and platform, and then the stabilising charms were cast. Iron
railings were added to make the platform safe and rather attrac-
tive. Finally, a toy-like door in its oaken frame swelled to fit the
opening in the wall of Harry’s room.

Snape strode out to the staircase to test his handiwork,
while Harry looked on with excitement and Minerva with
some trepidation. He bounced lightly on the balls of his feet,
enjoying Minerva’s wince.

“I'd say it’s a success.”

He grabbed up the bag with the rest of the materials, descended
the stairs, and stood studying the large space at the bottom.

“I want to try those too!” Harry called, and clattered down
to join Snape. “This is great!”

With more dignity, Minerva took the stairs carefully, and
looked at the raw space, harsh in the wand light. “Perhaps
that should all be closed in,” she suggested.

“I could use it to store things,” Harry volunteered. “Like a—
like a bike. Maybe.”

“A bike?” Minerva asked Severus.

“A bicycle. A two-wheeled conveyance without a motor. The
closest muggles come to the sensation of riding a broom.” He
told Harry, “We can discuss it at least. It would get you out and
give you some exercise.”

“You can get places faster on a bike,” Harry told Minerva. “I

could go to the library and maybe all the way to Richmond Park!”

“We'll see” Snape said repressively. “Let’s finish here first”

The two professors worked quickly: Minerva casting an illu-
sion on the house to keep its appearance unchanged to mug-
gles; and Snape cutting open the wall and setting the doorframe
and door in place. The floor was uneven, and it required some
adjustment. Eventually, however, it was done. The entry hall was
sheathed in good-looking oak paneling, the ceiling in coffered
wood, and the floor in polished planks. Minerva cast Muggle-
Repelling and Notice-Me-Not charms on the outside door.

Snape had stretched his funds to buy two charmed lights,
one for just within the outside door, and the other to be
placed beside the upstairs door leading to Harry’s room. He
fixed them to the paneling with a Sticking Charm.

“When you want them on, say ‘Lights, please,” he told Harry.

'”

“Lights, please!” Harry yelled.

Instantly, they were bathed in radiant yellow light. It would
suffice, though Harry suggested that he could learn to make
Finn’s Window here all by himself, and let in the sunshine.

“That would be a worthwhile project for another time,”
Minerva agreed. “But soon | must be off. | am responsible for
visiting your muggleborn classmates, and | need to note down
the responses from the other students.”

“I really appreciate everything you've done, Professor.” Harry

looked up at her with gratitude. “I've learned heaps from you.

When | go back to Diagon Alley, | want to get a book about runes!”




“That reminds me, Mr Potter,” she said. “Before | go, I'd like
to see you ward the upstairs door. You can demonstrate your
runic expertise to Professor Snape.”

Harry made a dash for his penknife, and hurried back to the
doorway, a piece of parchment in hand as well. He explained
to Snape, “First the professor made me practice writing the
runes, so | wouldn’t make a mistake carving them. Look—this
one that’s sort of like an H or an N is Hagalaz. That means Hail,
but it's the first letter of my name, so it stands for me. Then that
sign like a diamond with two tails is Othila. That means prop-
erty or home or land. And this one like a Y with a little line in
the middle is Algiz. It means protection. So altogether it sort of
means ‘| protect Harry’s place, or just ‘Protect Harry’s place.
And then | have words | have to say just right, and | need to
say them so close to the runes that | breathe on them.”

“Well, get to it, Mr Potter,” Minerva told him.

Harry lay flat on his stomach, scratching carefully at the

doorsill. Snape watched him in silence, not wanting to spoil

the boy’s concentration. Minerva came over to examine the
runes, and when Harry looked up questioningly after a few
minutes, she nodded in approval.

The boy whispered to the little scratches, “I invoke you,
Hagalaz, Othila, Algiz. Hear me, Runes of Worth. Let none enter
here save by my will. Admit as friends of my threshold Profes-
sor Snape, Professor McGonagall, and Muffy the house elf. So

mote it be, Hagalaz, Othila, Algiz!”
There was a crackling hum, which faded into the echoing blast
of a distant horn. He got to his feet, beaming. “It was right, wasn't it?”

“Exactly right, Mr Potter,” Minerva agreed. “I shall feel better
knowing that you have learned a way to protect yourself.
We've all done a good day’s work here.”

Harry nodded, and remarked, “Dudley would be so jealous.”

Snape thought the boy should know something of what
had been done to his relatives. “I must tell you, Mr Potter, that
while it might be very amusing for you to lord it over your
cousin, | would prefer that you did not. | have arranged things
so that your family will not think of you. They will not notice
the door to your room. It is for your safety, but | wish for your
sake we could have punished them as they deserve.”

Harry shrugged. “They’ve already been punished. | mean—
they have to go on being themselves, and that alone is pretty bad.”

Snape rolled his eyes. Minerva looked at the boy with a
touch of pride.

“No, really—" Harry insisted. “—I'm going to a magic school,
and | have all this and both of you to help me, and they’re never
going to be anything but what they are. I'm the lucky one, really.”

Minerva nodded, and said, “You're a wise boy, Mr Potter.
After all, you know what they say—" her eyes, full of compas-
sion, slid to Snape.

“What?” Snape asked, impatiently.
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She smiled. “That living well is the best revenge.”

Snape looked away, filled with contradictory feelings. He
still loathed the Dursleys, but after hearing about the events
at Lily’s wedding, he could at least understand them better. It
would take some time to process the story, and he needed the
quiet of his own quarters for that.

To give him a moment to collect himself, Minerva said to
Harry, “I was thinking of returning next Saturday afternoon to
see how you are getting on.”

“I'd like that, professor.”

“Good afternoon then, Mr Potter, Professor Snape.”

She apparated away, and Harry shut the door on his handi-
work. Blowing out a breath, he nearly fell into a chair, worn
out with magic and the shock of the new.

“Aren’t you tired, Professor?”

“A little,” Snape agreed, taking one of the comfortable, old-
fashioned chairs. “We’ve done a great deal today. | have
duties as Hogwarts myself that | ought not to neglect, but |
will certainly be back tomorrow morning, and we’ll go out and
find you some decent muggle clothes.”

Harry stretched his legs out in front of him and studied his
horrible trainers. Carefully, he did not look at Snape.

“Yes, | see them,” Snape growled. “Shoes first.”

HE NEXT few days were hectic. To

his bemusement, Severus Snape found
himself at a muggle shopping mall, an

eader young boy by his side. He had

found it rather interesting. Were the

wizarding world larger, it was an idea that

could be adopted: a large derelict factory, for

example, could house dozens of shops and

businesses, while maintaining complete security. They
strolled, joining the throngs of muggles, and Snape
marveled at the amounts of—well—stuff—the muggle
world produced. The wizarding world was a world of
artisans, not of mass production. Witches and wizards
tended to create one-of-a-kind items. Even brooms were

built individually, even when they were made from a
specific design. The production line was unknown here, and
looking back at how his father’s job at the mill had extin-
guished the man’s spirit, Snape thought that it was for the best.
Still, it was important to remember that gifted muggles had
also produced works of remarkable value and beauty. He and
Harry were both halfbloods, and should understand both the

muggle and wizarding worlds.
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—Even if that understanding had to be extended to the
art of purchasing just the right trainers for a growing boy. He
and Harry made a list before they left Privet Drive: a careful
list detailing Harry’s needs at home and school. The trainers
might have been first on the list, but they were by no means
all the boy required. Snape had thought he would want some
jeans and T-shirts, but an examination of the contents of Har-
ry’s imposing chest of drawers revealed other deficiencies.

When he had pulled the third drawer open, Harry jumped
up, crying, “Don’t look at those, Professor!”

But Snape had already seen the pile of dingy, ragged grey
underpants. He paused, fighting the impulse to caper about the
room, shrieking, “Karma! Karma!” which would have convinced
the boy that he had gone mad. He took a deep breath, and
hoped it was true that the dead watched the living. James Potter
had once viciously humiliated Snape for the same sort of pitiful
undergarments. If James Potter were watching now, Snape reck-
oned that any revenge he owed for that prank was paid in full.

He did not shriek, or caper, or laugh at the boy. Instead, he
pulled out the dismal objects— obviously Dudley’s—and
sneered at them. “Unless you have some sort of sentimental
attachment to these cleaning rags, | suggest that we get rid of
them at once!”

He threw the first pair of grey underpants up into the air

and fired an “Incendio!” at it. It burst into flame and dissolved

into fine grey ash. Harry gaped with shock, and then roared
with laughter. He snatched out handfuls of limp grey cloth and
tossed them like clay pigeons. Snape blasted them obligingly.
After a while Harry’s laughs changed to coughs, and he opened
his window to let out the smoke.

So “underwear” was inscribed just below “trainers” on the
shopping list. And then, “socks.” Furthermore, Harry had no pyja-
mas or robe or slippers. Snape explained why he would want
such things at Hogwarts. Carefully, frugally, they spent the bulk of
Vernon’s eighty pounds, and Harry had the makings of a decent
wardrobe by the time they were done. Harry found his head-
phones, and they sorted through bins of tapes. Snape explained
why Harry needed to listen to The Who and Pink Floyd.

In fact, Snape decided that he himself needed to get out
into the muggle world more. He had lived in a decaying mill
town as a boy, and had never had the money to experience
the more attractive aspects of muggle life.

He would not have gone alone anyway. It had never occurred
to him, not since he was of age and gainfully employed, to visit
the places he had heard of when a boy himself at the local pri-
mary. With a young person’s education to consider, however,
he now thought it behooved him to escort Harry on a number
of outings to broaden the child’s knowledge of the world. He
decided it would be beneficial it they sometimes took the train,

so Harry could have a better grasp of location and distance. It
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would help the boy when he began learning to apparate him-
self. Of course, the fact that Snape rather enjoyed train travel
made the idea additionally pleasant. Until they took the train
into London for a day at the Tower of London and the British
Museum, Harry had never gone anywhere by rail. Snape made
him study the map of the Underground, and saw to it that Harry
understood how to get about like a muggle if he had to. In a low
voice, Snape supplemented the information posted with the
relevant facts about the wizarding world.

Two days later they saw a production of MACBETH. The
latter sparked a long conversation about how muggles per-
ceived witches, and about prophecies and seers. Harry had
read that Divination was taught at Hogwarts, and wondered
how one learned to tell the future. Snape warned of the intrin-
sic dangers in such a pursuit.

“Macbeth didn't just let the prophecy come true,” he pointed
out. “He did everything he could to make it come true. Or at least
the part he liked. And then all the things he didn't like came true
because of the things he did to stop them.”

“l—see,” Harry said slowly. His thoughtful frown deepened.

It was a warm night, but Snape shivered all the same. “Prophe-
cies are slippery things, Harry. Macbeth would have fared better
had he never heard the prophecy. So would many another.”

“But predicting the future is real, isnt it? | mean, they teach

it at Hogwarts.”

“After a fashion,” Snape scoffed.

“If it can be taught,” Harry pondered, “why can't all witches
and wizards predict the future? Can you predict the future?”

“Certainly not. Teaching Divination is a complete waste of
time. Either one has the talent or one does not. The talent can
be trained, but not taught. Unless you manifest some inborn
gift for the subject, | hope you will not fritter away your educa-
tion. Anything else—even Muggle Studies—is a better choice.”

“Muggle Studies,” Harry chuckled to himself. Then he
pointed out, “I could take the test for Muggle Studies, couldn’t
I? And get an extra OW.L.?”

“I see no reason why you could not.”

“But I'm definitely going to take Runes,” Harry said with
conviction. “Runes and something else. | haven’t decided. I'm
good at maths, so maybe I'd like Arithmancy. Or Care of Magi-
cal Creatures could be a lot of fun.”

“You have two years to decide,” Snape shrugged. He had
taken CoMC himself, but that was because that course and
Herbology were very useful in understanding potion ingredi-
ents. The boy might have the making of a true potioneer, like
his mother, or he might not. Time would tell.

Snape had planned that before the end of August they
would take a day trip to Salisbury, to see Stonehenge and
the ruins of Roman Sarum. There would be another day trip

out to Cornwall, a trip to be achieved partly by apparition.
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Snape wanted Harry to see Tintagel, with all its Arthurian
associations, and the remains of Chun Castle, an Iron-Age hill
fort—and to especially note at both sites the magical relics
not mentioned in muggle scholarship. Harry had expressed
a wish to go to a cinema and see TERMINATOR 2. Harry had
heard the whole first film from his cupboard and could fill
Snape in on the background. Snape agreed, rather mystified.
He had not seen a muggle film in years. To balance what he
thought would be something very silly and clumsy-looking
with some higher culture, Snape saw an advertisement for an
outdoor concert, where they could listen to Beethoven and
Elgar and Rimsky-Korsakov for free. Long ago, at muggle pri-
mary, an orchestra had visited the school and played SCHE-
HERAZADE. It would be a very agreeable to hear it again. He
found a wizard-annotated edition of THE ARABIAN NIGHTS at
Spinner’s End, and lent it to Harry.

It pleased him—it pleased him acutely that Harry was so
happy. The boy genuinely liked him, and valued his com-
pany. In his most cynical moments, back in his private quar-
ters, Snape wondered if it was simply a matter of being in the
right place at the right time. He had been the first to befriend
the boy, the one to tell him of his heritage, the adult who had
listened and talked and given a neglected boy a few treats.
Be as that may, he had made an impression on him, perhaps

even a greater impression than he had made on Lily that day

when he had shyly approached the little red-haired girl on
the swing with the news that she was a witch. He had never
made Lily happy in the same way that he made Harry happy.

Harry was certainly Lily’s son, but there were great dis-
crepancies in attitude and behavior. Lily had been a favored,
beloved child: a remarkably pretty, appealing little girl, the
sort of little girl the teachers adored. People would stop Mrs
Evans in the street and tell her how beautiful her daughter
was—and then ignore the plainer Petunia. He smiled wryly,
remembering the times it had happened when he had been
with them, and how strangers’ eyes had slid away from him as
if he were invisible. They only wanted to look at Lily. And she
had loved the attention.

Not that she was outwardly arrogant or vain. Her self-esteem
had such deep foundations that she did not need to make a
display of it. David Evans had treated Lily with outrageous par-
tiality—ironic, considering how little respect Lily actually had
for him once she was a teenager. Virginia Evans, however, had
been a very good mother—kind to Snape himself, he acknowl-
edged gravely—and had done her best to instill nice manners
and sensible habits in her daughters. He had not seen any real
signs of favoritism in her treatment of Lily, at least until the
shock of the Hogwarts letter. Even after that, he had noticed her
paying attention to Petunia, praising her good grades in school,

and seeing that she was treated fairly.
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If only she had survived the accident, Snape thought wist-
fully. It would have saved Harry from a life a misery, and per-
haps Petunia would have had a restraining influence in raising
that Dudders of hers.

Such regrets were useless. Mrs Evans had not been able to
prevent Petunia’s marriage to Vernon Dursley, whom the older
woman could not possibly have liked or approved of. Snape
had always thought that Petunia was going to go to university.
After seeming to accept that she would never be a witch, she
had taken to sneering at Hogwarts and the wizarding world
for its littleness and limited opportunities. She had talked
about studying modern languages and working abroad. Well,
so much for that. Of course, Lily, too, had once talked about
seeking a potions apprenticeship in Italy. The summer they
were thirteen, Snape and Lily had built castles in the air, plan-
ning how they would go to the Continent together and take the
potions world by storm.

So much for that, too. Perhaps Lily would have done something
with her talents later in life, but she had died with the promise of
her N.EW.T.s unfulfilled. And Petunia, too, was a wife and mother,
with no career outside the home.

But still, if only Virginia Evans had lived... Of course, the
events at Lily’s wedding had been traumatic, but she, at least,
would not have blamed her orphaned grandson. Snape had

not been invited to the wedding, but Petunia’s story, stripped

of her personal prejudice and ignorant fear, explained some
of the Dursleys’ ingrained hostility. Potter had been a fool to
make such a grand event of it, given the tensions of the time.
He had been an even greater fool to invite so many guests—
ranging from muggles to old-fashioned, close-minded pure-
bloods—and to hold it in the traditional venue: a ritual
clearing in the forest of the Potter family estate. The prelimi-
naries had been bad enough: Potter’s Best Man had been
witty at the expense of Lily’s family. It was possible, Snape
supposed, that Black would not have understood that such
tricks would have frightened and bewildered them. Worse
still was the unpleasantness at the ceremony itself—those
horrible old harpies referring to Lily as a mudblood, denounc-
ing Potter as a blood-traitor as he made his vows. And at the
end, the brawl—hexes flying—the uproar halted only by the
raw power of Dumbledore himself...

Snape hated Potter, yes—but he hated to think of Lily—and Vir-
ginia Evans, too—Dbeing attacked like that. It helped Snape under-
stand why the Potters had gone into hiding, instead of making
more of a show of defiance. Lily was fearless for herself, but to see
her defenseless mother and father and sister tormented...

Well, he now understood why Petunia had told Lily that she
and her sort were not welcome at Petunia’s wedding. He could
understand why she would utterly reject the wizarding world. He

could even, he supposed, understand her resentment of Harry.
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What he could never forgive, of course, was how she had chosen
to act on that resentment. The harm that woman had done him...
Harry had some of his mother’s charm—her beautiful eyes
and smile, of course—but it was mixed with a terrible, pain-
ful uncertainty. He had had only that one year of parental love,
before being left like an unwanted puppy on the Dursleys’
doorstep. When Minerva told Snape that story, he gave her his
candid opinion of people who abandoned a toddler—who
could have awakened and wandered away—on a doorstep
in early November at night with only a blanket. She had been
angry, and then had blushed, and then had admitted, shame-
faced, “Albus is always so persuasive. It seemed reasonable at
the time, though I knew the Dursleys were not the best people...”
Snape had not planned on visiting the boy every day, but he
ultimately decided that he should regularly check in with Harry
just before bedtime. He could find out what the boy’s day had
been like, and what progress he had made with his books, and
in turn tell him about the potions he was brewing. He could
make certain that the boy went to bed at a decent hour, and that
he hadn’t taken any harm when out and about on the streets of

Little Whinging. It was his duty, after all. Gradually they were also

working their way through Dudley’s clothing and leftover toys.

Harry’s bathroom needed some sort of ventilation, it appeared,
and so Snape revisited Magical Home and Garden, and found a

small Aerovacuator that could be spelled into the wall.

Saturday came, and with it Minerva, who spent most of her
long visit coaching Harry as he learned to write with a quill.

“Hold it so that the nib is at a 45-degree angle, Mr Potter,”
she lectured. “Yes. Like that. Now try your letters. Do you see
how much better they look?”

Snape went out to a muggle hardware store to find a bolt
for the boy’s easel. It might be possible to transfigure one, but
it was tricky to transfigure an item that needed to meet certain
industrial tolerances. It was quite beyond his skill. He could
make something that looked and felt like a bolt, but that would
not fit perfectly. Nor did he, unlike Minerva, have the rare, true
Master’s power to effect permanent Transfigurations. Besides,
he did not want to bother Minerva with such a trifle while she
was busy with a more important lesson. By the time he was
back and had fixed the easel, it was time to be off, for today he
and Minerva planned to apparate to Godric’s Hollow to see if
anything could be retrieved from the wreck of the Potters’ last
hiding place. Snape had wanted to go before he visited Diagon
Alley with Harry again, just in case there were items already
available that would be useful to the boy at school.

Albus would go with them. He had obtained leave from
the Ministry to unseal the cottage cum shrine—easily enough
since the house was originally his. As the rightful owner, it
would be much simpler to bypass any residual wards or other

protections remaining. And of course, it was he who could tell
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them if any of the items they found were Dumbledore heir-
looms or Potter property.

Muffy brought Harry his lunch, and they bade the boy
goodbye. Snape gathered that Harry liked Muffy to sit with
him while he ate. It was unconventional, to be sure, but Harry
enjoyed the company—

Perhaps it was time he met more witches and wizards.

(OO OTOTC )

Albus dawdled interminably over his lunch. Snape sensed
that he found the prospect of the upcoming visit rather dis-
agreeable. To be sure, it would be painful to see the site of
Lily’s last moments, but Snape had steeled himself to it. He
should have done so long ago. The Potters were buried at
Godric’s Hollow, and it was time he paid his respects. Minerva,
too, was not very cheerful about the errand.

But Albus’ reluctance seemed to be particularly strong. Of
course, he would be seeing the ruins of his own house. That
could not be pleasant.

“Did you ever live there yourself?” he asked the old wizard.

“At the cottage in Godric’s Hollow, do you mean?” Albus’
voice was rather subdued. “Oh, yes, yes. From the time | was
a young boy. Not our first family home, but the place | came
home to from Hogwarts. There was a time when it was very

dear to me. But things change, you know— When | suggested

it to James and Lily, no one had lived there in decades.” He
chuckled, but it sounded hollow to Snape’s ears. “James and
Lily certainly had a great deal to do to make it livable again.
But they loved it, after a time—the place where they hoped to
raise their child in safety...”

The old man played with his pudding. Snape held in his
impatience with an effort. Finally, it was Minerva who stood,
and stared imperiously at the Headmaster until he roused
himself from his reverie.

“Eager to be gone, Minerva my dear?”

“Well begun is half-done, Albus,” she replied crisply. “And |
must pay a return visit to one of our muggle-raised students.
Her mother is being very difficult. | must be at her door when
she returns from work at five o’clock.”

The old man nodded absently, and rose with a deep sigh.

They apparated to a shielded spot near the heart of Godric’s
Hollow. Snape looked about him with interest. It was a coun-
try village, he supposed, like scores of others. Very English,
rather quaint, but not irritatingly so. Godric’s Hollow, he knew,
was one of those oddities of the wizarding world: a village
that was home to both wizards and muggles. That the muggles
often had to be obliviated or confounded made a mockery
of the Statute of Secrecy in his opinion. From what he could

dather, the wizards and witches in places like Godric’s Hollow

and Tinworth and Upper Flagley regularly indulged in behav-
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ior that would be a criminal offense elsewhere. However, hun-
dreds of years of precedents and customs gave them unusual
licence. No one took notice of the three of them or of their
clothing. Albus was unusually quiet, looking about him with
a hint of melancholy.

They stepped out of the shadows into a little square. There
were shops and a post office and a pub: The Green Man. There
was some sort of memorial in the center of the square, but
Snape noticed the small and ancient stone church first, and
then caught a glimpse of elm trees in full leaf and a kissing
gate. The churchyard.

Albus spoke up, his voice frail as old leaves. “I would like,”
he managed, “to pay my respects. Perhaps it would be best to
go now, rather than later.”

Minerva shot him a sharp glance, but did not argue. “Very
well. Shall we all go? Severus?”

“If you wish.”

As they passed by the memorial, Snape saw it more clearly,
and froze.

Muggles might see a war memorial, but there for the magi-
cal world to behold was a sentimental representation of the
Potter Family. Cloying family affection, expressed in marble.
Together forever were James Potter, his bloody stupid hair
sticking out untidily; the figure of a long-haired woman pur-

ported to be Lily; and a generic happy baby that must be an

icon of The-Boy-Who-Lived.

“Severus?” Minerva whispered anxiously.

Snape tasted bile in his mouth. “That has to be the ugliest
statue on the face of the earth,” he said coldly. “Who’s respon-
sible for this?”

Albus was placatory. “The Ministry commissioned a
German wizard, Wolfram von Zauberberg—"

“—who clearly never saw any of them in life,” Snape
observed acidly.

“There were photographs—”

“It's a terrible likeness of Lily. She didn’t look like that at all.”

Minerva, surprisingly, agreed in part. “It's the marble,
Severus. The features are correct, but Lily was all color and life.
It's the all-white marble that doesn’t do her justice.”

“I suppose,” he replied. “It’'s hideous all the same.” He turned his
back on the object, and strode off toward the graveyard. Minerva
and Albus followed, talking together quietly.

Pushing open the kissing gate, Snape moved past rows of
tombstones, hardly looking at them, hardly knowing where
he was going. Why was he here? How could this possibly be a
good idea? It had crossed his mind to bring Harry here, but now
he knew he would never propose it to the boy. What had that
marble atrocity to do with the lovely friend of his youth? With
the lively, sensitive boy he knew? With Snape himself? Snape

thought it horribly unseemly to include the image of a living




child in that monument to the dead. It was morbid and disgust-
ing. And Lily in white: white-haired, white-eyed, like a ghost—

—And Potter. God, he hated Potter. He supposed it pointless
to hate a man long dead, but Potter’s stupidity had outlived
him. The repercussions of that stupidity would affect Harry
for the rest of his life. If he thought he could get away with it,
and that Harry would understand, he would like to blast that
revolting statue to fragments.

He scowled, and then heard a deep sigh. Minerva and
Albus were standing by him. It was Albus who had sighed.
The old man was gazing at a granite stone, carved with the
name “DUMBLEDORE.”

“KENDRA DUMBLEDORE” and “AND HER DAUGHTER ARIANA."
Below it was inscribed:

“Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”
Snape guessed that from the dates—

“Yes,” Albus was saying to Minerva, “my mother and sister.
How long ago it was, and yet today it seems but a brief moment
since | saw them last.”

Minerva put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “A sad
thing that your sister died so young. Just a schoolgirl.”

Albus shook his head. “No. Ariana was never—well

enough—to attend school. She lived here with my mother, and

after my mother died, my brother and | cared for her. Long ago.”

He sighed again, and managed something that was not quite a

smile when he saw Severus looking at him. “This way, my boy.”

With a gesture, he led the way through the graveyard. Some of
the stones were very old. Some were inscribed with wizarding
names: names of the families of boys and girls he had gone to
school with; of boys and girls he had taught. Wizards had been
in Godric’s Hollow a long, long time.

Two rows beyond the Dumbledores’ monument, he saw a
marker of white marble. His heart sank. | will never feel the
same about white marble again. It was a large marker and
easily read. James had Lily by his side for all time, if such a
thing could matter to mouldering dust. Snape was irritated
that Lily’s middle and maiden name were not shown—as if
she had always somehow been a Potter. He suspected that
if she had been a pureblood witch, her birth family’s name
certainly would have been blazoned there as well. Below the
names there was an epitaph:

“The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.”

What is that supposed to mean? he wondered, scowling. He
bit back any comment. For all he knew, that inscription had been
Dumbledore’s brilliant idea. An attempt to be profound, but ulti-
mately a sentiment that disturbed him. It sounded like the sort of
rubbish spouted by the Dark Lord’s followers. To devour Death,
to take it within you, to master it completely, to transcend it—

If Dumbledore’s theory about Old Magic was correct, Lily

had found a way to overcome the wizard who had caused her




own death, and thus save her son from a like fate. All the same,
he disliked the message: disliked it intensely. All very well for
Potter—he spat the name mentally—to bluster and preen
about destroying enemies. Lily was a fighter—yes, certainly—
but not a destroyer. Not she. He rejected such a description of
her. He hated the inscription. It was rubbish.
Minerva touched his arm. “I should like to leave them some

roses. Would she have liked red or pink best?”

“Yellow,” Snape told her flatly. “Lily loved yellow roses.

Roses yellow as the sun itself.”

(OO OTOTC )

The cottage was some way on, beyond the little houses
crowded together in the village proper. At first, Snape did not even
see the cottage. Dumbledore halted, and Snape looked where the
Headmaster was looking. The cottage was nearly hidden behind
an overgrown hedge, and was covered thickly with ivy.

The ivy somewhat softened the shocking damage. The
right side of the top floor had been blown apart. The cottage

was open to the sky there, where Lily must have died. As they

touched the gate, a sign popped out of the ground:

ON THIS SPOT, ON THE NIGHT OF 31 OCTOBER, 1981—
The sign was defaced with years of wizarding graffiti: ini-
tials, names and dates, “Fenton loves Morwenna” in Ever-

lasting Ink, “Thank you, Harry!” in a childish scrawl, and

IR
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even “The Dark Lord wil Returne!” which someone else had
nearly succeeded in obliterating. Snape looked again at the
last inscription, wondering if that was Crabbe’s handwriting.
Crabbe, Goyle, and Malfoy had all had sons the same age—
the same age as Harry, in fact. Snape hoped Crabbe’s son was
not as thick as his father. It would not be pretty, dealing with
the lot of them all together this year.

Albus performed a lengthy incantation. Wards hummed
and sizzled as they dissolved, and then the old wizard led the
way, looking rather fragile. Another incantation was uttered at
the shattered front door, and the three of them stepped into

the last home of the Potters.

GOOD-SIZED cottage. A spa-
" cious, beamed room for sitting, and the
attached dining area making it all an
L-shaped space. The floor was littered

k with trash. The windows were broken.
“There was some damage from the
elements for about a month before the
house was sealed,” Dumbledore mur-
mured. “Since then, no one has entered.”
Prwe Minerva had straightened her shoul-
ders, and was poking about briskly, going
. through a doorway to what must be the kitchen.
Snape heard her opening cupboards, her
quick steps echoing on the rustic wooden floor.
Dumbledore stood lost in thought—and perhaps
in memories. Snape walked about the sitting and

dining areas, assessing what was there.

Not a great deal at first sight. He noted in the dining
area that the table and sideboard were bare, save for a
coating of dust. No candlesticks, no ornaments of any
kind. There was a single painting on the wall, so badly dam-

aged by water that at first he could not determine what it was.




Minerva came out of the kitchen, wiping dust from her
hands, a grimace of disgust twisting her mouth. She laid three
thin books on the dining table. “These had Lily’s name in
them.” Then she looked at the painting and said, “Oh, dear!”

Severus looked more closely. It had been the portrait of a man
and a woman in a garden. The woman’s hair did not appear to
be red, and so it was almost certainly not Lily. The figures moved
slightly and their blurred mouths opened, but no sound emerged.

Minerva was quite distressed. “Oh, Lydia. What a shame!”
She explained to Snape, “I know this picture. These people are
Guy and Lydia Potter, James’ father and mother. Likely it's the one
portrait he took with him into hiding. | hope it can be restored.”

Dumbledore, hearing the conversation, came over to examine
it. “Possibly, Minerva. possibly. It ought to be sent to the experts
in Florence. In fact, | shall be happy to see to it. Young Harry
would want to be able to see his grandparents.” He unstuck the
picture from the wall, and levitated it gently into the entryway.

“Something that must be taken with us,” he said to himself.

Snape took a look at the books, and raised his brows.

“YOUR MAGICAL LITTLE ONE. CHARMS FOR HEARTH AND HOME.
ONE MINUTE FEASTS.”

Minerva said, “There was nothing else but rotted food and

some crockery in the kitchen. They must have just finished

dinner. The dishes had not even been washed.” Her gaze swept

the dining table. “They must have had a high chair for Harry.”

There was a gap at the table. Minervas lips thinned. “Some-
one took it as a souvenir, | daresay. Vultures.”

Snape agreed, shrugging. “It looks like anything out in plain
sight was scavenged. Surely they would have had candlesticks
or lamps.”

The doors of the sideboard were charmed shut. It took a
number of attempts before they opened.

“Well!” Minerva huffed. “This is much more the thing!”

A miscellany of items. Albus sat down, and did not appear
to be enjoying the inventory.

A chest of old silver flatware. The monogram “P” indicated
the ownership. “I don’t remember this,” Minerva frowned.
“Eighteenth century and fine work, but the Potters always used
a set made of gold when | dined at their country house. | sup-
pose that went to the goblins,” she sighed. “The gold plates
and goblets too, most likely.”

There were a few pieces of old porcelain: thin and white,
with a band of gold and golden stags at the cardinal points.
“The Potter family crest,” Minerva told Severus. “I had forgotten.”

Snape said nothing. He knelt, peering into the recesses.
There was a silver tea service, also quite old, also unknown to
Minerva. Albus, when applied to, did not remember it from his
own youth. It was set out on the table, and examined for any
identifying marks. Finding nothing, Albus said, “If | cannot be

certain it was my family’s, | think we must assume it was the
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Potters’. In any case, let the child have it to brighten his home
someday. | certainly have no need of it.”

A pair of plain silver candlesticks caused Albus to smile gently.

“Ah, yes. Let us put those aside for Harry as well.” Minerva
looked at the underside of one, and raised her brows skepti-
cally, but Albus shrugged. “After all, why not?” he said, almost
to himself, “So little left to him—"

Aside from what they spread out on the table, there was
little enough to be found downstairs. The florid Victorian china
that had been the Dumbledores’ was left in the cupboard,
along with their own monogrammed silver. Dumbledore shut
the cupboard and charmed it locked. He paused, and patted
the sideboard, as if in farewell.

Fallen beside the sofa were two books. One was so dam-
aged as to be illegible, but the other was a copy of QUIDDITCH
THROUGH THE AGES. Snape deposited it on top of the other books
with a thump. “So much for the Potter Family Library,” he sneered.

Minerva was too discouraged to say anything. The upstairs
was next, but they all paused this time. The newel post of
the staircase was splintered, and there were blast marks on
the wall. James Potter had died here. Stepping carefully, they
climbed the stairs in silence.

They were drawn, almost against their will, to the most dam-
aged room. It had been Harry’s nursery. Snape tried to sup-

press his trembling, tried not to imagine Lily’s last moments:

her terror and anguish—

She must have been upstairs with Harry when they broke in.
They would have put up anti-apparition wards first. She was
trapped. Potter was downstairs and was killed in short order.
She would have heard him die. She would have heard Him
coming up the stairs—

The roof had collapsed in the magical explosion. A child’s cot
was partially hidden under some rubble. It seemed a miracle
that an infant could have survived. The remains of a decayed
plush wolf lay disemboweled in a corner. Some faded curtains
still hung above a hole in the wall that once held a window.
Albus moved to look out through it at the back garden, a jungle
of brambles and thistles.

“My old room, you know,” he told them, gazing at the garden.
“A great many memories—"

Snape and Minerva left him to his thoughts. Obviously
nothing could be salvaged here. Snape could not even bear to
look at the floor, wondering where Lily’s body had lain. Had
the roof crushed her? Was her face—

Minerva was a few steps ahead of him. “Bathroom,” she
declared. “Nothing here but old bottles, mostly broken. | don't
see James shaving kit, even.”

She looked into the next room. “I don’t think—" she
hesitated. “A guest room.” He walked in behind her. It was

damaged, but not too badly. A small, neat room, with an old-
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fashioned carved headboard. A trunk stood against the wall
beside the wardrobe.

Minerva bent to look at it. “Some nasty wards here,” she
murmured. She looked more closely, and stood up with a hiss.
“Sirius Black’s trunk!”

“A frequent guest, no doubt,” Snape replied acidly. “If you
wish to touch that object, be my guest.”

“Not for the world!” she cried, and stalked out the room,
very angry.

The last room had hardly been damaged by the explosion
at all, but at first it appeared so. It was the largest of the rooms,
and must obviously have been Lily’s room. And her husband’s.
Disgusted at the thought, he studied the jumble on the floor.
Two trunks had crashed out of the wardrobe and had fallen to
the floor by the bed, one partly on top of the other.

“The shrinking charms wore off after a few years,” Minerva
deduced. “Then the trunks pushed the doors of the wardrobe
open.” More cheerfully, she said, “Perhaps we'll find some-
thing useful here.”

Snape hoped so. Like the downstairs, the surfaces of dress-
ing table and nightstand were bare. If there had been other
trunks or luggage left out, they were gone. He tested a drawer,
and was relieved to find that it resisted him.

“Probably something in the drawers, at least,” he agreed.

“What about these trunks first?”

They were levitated and turned right side up, and were
revealed to be Hogwarts student trunks.

“That's why they were shrunk!” Minerva smiled fondly.

“James and Lily kept their school things. Perhaps there are
books and pictures and all sorts of treasures inside.”

“James had quite a nice trunk,” Snape allowed. It was old,
but still sound: the outside of rugged Horntail leather, bound
in brass. A trunk like this was expensive—far more than Harry
should lay out from his little hoard. If the inside were equally
intact, perhaps it would be sensible to replace the nameplate
and let Harry take it to Hogwarts. It was—appropriate—that
the boy have something of his father’s. Lily’s standard student
trunk was cheaper, and it showed in gashes and dents and
splits in the wood and the cowhide.

Minerva smiled nostalgically. “I believe it was his father’s
before him. This sort of trunk is built to last. He was a prankster,
too—Guy Potter was.” Her smile fading, she ventured, “Per-
haps—we should look through them carefully before we let
Harry see them. Just in case there are—surprises.”

Snape snorted. “I'll look through Lily’s. You are welcome to
Potter and his surprises. | had all | cared for in my school days.”

She glared at him, but did not outright refuse. With little
effortthe old student wards were lifted, and the trunks opened.

Lily’s trunk had been left in good order, but contained things

that Snape was not quite prepared to face. An album was filled
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with pictures of her family and her days at Hogwarts. Snape
flipped through it, and was touched when he discovered that
she had not thrown out the pictures of them together in those
early, golden years. There were some muggle pictures too: of
Snape and Lily and Petunia playing outside the Evans house.
He turned the page and saw young Severus and Lily on the day
they first left for Hogwarts. He shuddered. Lily looked enchant-
ing. He, on the other hand, had been a scrawny little gnome of
a boy: all nose and staring black eyes. He thumbed through the
book, mourning as the pictures of him grew fewer, and more
of more of them depicted Potter and his minions. A picture of
Lily standing between Potter and Black particularly incensed
him. Both had an arm around her. Black winked at him. Snape
clapped the album shut, and set it aside with a growl.

A set of student robes from her seventh year were neatly
folded. Pinned to them was her Head Girl badge. Underneath
was every single textbook from her Hogwarts years, along
with her detailed notebooks. Her best essays were preserved.
A folder held her first Hogwarts letter, the letter giving her a
prefectship, and the letter awarding her the position of Head
Girl. On the other side of the folder were her grade reports and
her OW.L. and N.EWC results. Snape read them with interest.

Ha! On their O.W.L.s they had done about equally well.
She had an outstanding in Charms rather than his Exceeds

Expectations, but he had surpassed her—by far—in Defense.

She did better in Transfiguration, and he in History. Their
grades were the same in Potions, Herbology, Care of Magi-
cal Creatures, and Astronomy—all Outstandings. She had an
extra O.W.L.— Outstanding—since she had troubled to take
the Muggle Studies test.

Her N.EW.T scores made him acknowledge that their lives
had diverged in the two years after their estrangement. He had
taken Potions, Herbology, Care of Magical Creatures, Charms,
Transfiguration, Arithmancy, History, and Defense Adainst
the Dark Arts. She had N.EW.T.s in Potions, Herbology, Care
of Magical Creatures, Charms, Transfiguration, Arithmancy,
Astronomy, and Muggle Studies. She had done extremely well.
He knew that Slughorn had recommended her to his contacts
among the Unspeakables. When she showed no interest in
that, he had tried to set up interviews with Ministry Depart-
ment Heads and even with the editor of Potions Today. She
had refused them all, always with a charming smile. She was
planning her wedding, and was not ready to commit herself to
any position other than that of James Potter’s wife. Slughorn
had confided his disappointment to Snape.

“Frightful waste. Frightful. Of course, she’s done very nicely
for herself. Good blood, old money. She’ll move in the very first
circles of society. But—" Slughorn shook his head until the ends
of his mustache quivered. “I never thought she would throw

the Art over to be a society girl. Didn’t imagine it. Well, well, per-




haps in a few years time she’ll find herself at loose ends—"

Minerva was muttering to herself, and Snape looked up
guiltily. He bit back a harsh laugh as she removed a half-empty
bottle of Ogden’s from James’ trunk, along with a pile of muggle
girlie magazines. One of them flopped open, and a picture
unfolded. Minerva tossed them aside with a huff. Still glaring at
the magazines, she reached into the trunk and drew out a pair
of girl’s knickers. A name was scrawled on them in scarlet ink.

“’Mary!”” Minerva exclaimed in shock, dropping them.

Snape laughed outright. She glared at him, very flustered, and
then pulled out a succession of more knickers. All were inscribed
with names he recognized. All houses were represented. Minerva
was livid with indignation, while Snape only laughed harder. She
pulled out the last fragile garment, and read, ‘Lily.”

Snape’s laughter ceased abruptly. He snarled, and tore
through the rest of Lily’s trunk. There were some additional
books: MOST POTENTE POTIONS and ALCHEMIST SUPREME: THE
LIFE OF NICHOLAS FLAMEL. Both of them would be worthy addi-
tions to Harry’s small library. Snape wondered where Lily’s

potions gear was. There was a packet of cards and letters from

her family. There was nothing else remaining but a small white

box. As he opened it, Snape remembered what it was.
Inside was a little enameled lily pendant on a silver chain.
Snape had given it to her the last Christmas they were friends.

She had kept it. He sat back on his heels, and blew out a

breath. “Done here. She kept all her books and notes. While
some of the texts have changed, the notes will still be of some
use. And there’s a photo album. Harry will enjoy looking at it.”
“Well, you can help me here,” Minerva told him sharply.
“This trunk is a pig¢’s breakfast. I'd deduct points if | could. I'm
hardly going to give Harry these—" she said, with an angry
wave at the discarded knickers and madazines.
“Are you doind to give him the Ogden’s?” Snape asked archly.

She sniffed. “No. Im going to confiscate it, just as | would
have at Hogwarts. It doesn’t belong in a student trunk!”

In the trunk were James’ seventh year textbooks and note-
books. There were no letters or test scores, but his Head Boy
badge was there. His Gryffindor sash was tangled up with a
lone sock and a red and gold scarf. A few other books were
inside the trunk.

Minerva read the titles. “Twelve Fail-Safe Ways to Charm
Witches... Madcap Magic for Wacky Warlocks...Ars Animagi!”
she exclaimed. “I wonder if James succeeded with the trans-
formation. That’s a valuable book, Severus, but | don't think
Harry is quite ready for it.”

Snape was paging through a small leather notebook. He
said, “I believe he must have succeeded, Minerva. Look.”

The book included notes about Potter’s progress in the
animagus transformation. There were dates and details, and

some sketches of a hand or foot.




Minerva was grave. She took a look at the last few entries.
“Yes. He was an animagus. His form was a stag. And he was not
alone. Black and little Peter Pettigrew also succeeded. So young!”
She briefly looked very proud, and then her face hardened.
“They were running wild together in the Forbidden Forest every
full moon, along with Remus Lupin. Those wretched—"

“Just so,” Snape agreed smoothly. “I daresay Harry will be
inspired.”

“I don’t want him to see this yet either,” Minerva declared,
glancing further through the book. “Not just for all the rule-
breaking, but because there are some very rude remarks in
here about some of his classmates.”

“I daresay | feature prominently,” Snape drawled.

“You do. And | dont think Harry would be impressed by
either his father’s attitude toward you or by the things he
writes about some of the girls in his classes. When he’s older,
perhaps he'll be able to understand that his father was very
young and silly when he wrote this.”

There were some expensive trifles in the bottom of the

trunk. A small mirror had shattered, making Snape pick warily

through the broken glass until he could find the frame and

repair it. He wondered what it was meant to do, and tossed it
to the side. There was a fine pair of Omnioculars in a leather
case, and a compact chess set of ebony and ivory. At the

very bottom was a clutter of broken quills and sticky, ancient

sweets. Snape took the lot out, and scourgified the inside.

“A very nice trunk,” Snape repeated. “Harry will find it useful.
| have no idea if he knows how to play chess, but perhaps I'll
find time to teach him a bit about it. He could use the chessmen
and some of the notes. I'll order a new nameplate. Whatever
else we preserve can be crated and stored in the Gringotts
vault. He might want Lily’s trunk to remain as it is, but I'll take
the album to show him. He might want to keep that by him.”

“We're hardly finished,” Minerva sighed, getting to her feet.
She pushed open the broken doors of the wardrobe. Amid the
humdrum clothing of black and brown and dark red, robes of
iridescent white hung inside.

“Lily’s wedding robes,” Minerva said, stroking a delicate
bell sleeve. “We must take them, too.”

Snape rooted through the wardrobe. There was some good
clothing and haberdashery there, including a splendid fur-
trimmed cloak, but obviously nothing that would fit the boy.
Lily’s dress robes were here too, gleaming golden silk, along
with a wrap of white ermine. Minerva enlarged some boxes
she had brought with her. She packed what had not been
eaten by moths, and shrank the boxes again. Snape allowed
himself to touch the wedding gown once only. She would
have looked like a queen.

All the drawers were pulled open, and the contents evalu-

ated. Minerva sat at the dressing table, while Snape opened




the chest of drawers. The top drawer held clothing of Potters’,
and on top of the linen handkerchiefs was a small object of
gold. Snape touched it, and felt a faint flutter. In a flash, he pic-
tured James Potter, toying with that bloody Snitch, tossing it up,
catching it, smirking...

There were many things he was prepared to do for Harry.
However, he had just discovered one that was completely
beyond his strength. He covered the snitch with the handker-
chiefs, and pushed the drawer to.

“Anything there?” Minerva asked, as she discarded dried-
up toiletries.

“Just old rubbish,” Snape replied, moving on to the next drawer.

“Here too,” Minerva mourned. “I wonder if Lily kept any of
the family jewels at all.”

Snape pawed through Potter’s oddments, more and more
revolted. The next drawer was even more painful, as Lily’s
dainty lingerie was exposed. It was just as well that Minerva

was present, lest he be tempted to filch trophies like a teen-

aged James Potter. He shut that drawer, and then looked

briefly at folded jumpers in the colors she had loved: soft
peach, russet brown, a bluish-green that reminded him of
Harry. With her hair and eyes, Lily had looked magnificent
in true greens, but never wore them at school after third year
or so. And then, after she was married, | daresay James Potter

banned green altogether. Snape could not quite square the

concept of Lily, the obedient wife, with the fiery girl he had
known; but he did not want to imagine that she herself would
have done something so silly as to choose never to wear the
color that became her best.

“I see no point in taking their everyday clothing,” he told
Minerva, who only nodded.

At last, he reached the deep bottom drawer of the chest,
and knelt to spell it open. The wards seemed very compli-
cated, and Minerva was finished with the dressing table
before the drawer was open. There were other footsteps, and
Snape realized that Albus had entered the room.

Minerva said to him, “I believe we might have found some-
thing important, Albus. Whatever is in here is heavily protected.”

In the end, they all worked together for half an hour to open
the drawer. It finally surrendered with a groan, and slid open
of its own accord. Inside was an aged tome that Dumbledore
immediately identified as the Potter Family Grimoire: a col-
lection of spells, enchantments, potions recipes, stories, and
genealogy. Next to it was a rather large chest of inlaid wood.

“Oh, | hope—" Minerva breathed. Snape did not under-
stand what she meant, until Albus found a way to open the
chest and reveal what lay inside.

Snape’s jaw dropped. Now this was what he called treasure!

Albus lifted out an ancient gold diadem, set with huge cab-

ochon rubies and gleaming pearls. Little gold leaves dangled
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trembling all around the bottom of it. At the front was a god-
dess, carved out of rock crystal, in something of an ancient
Greek style. Above the goddess soared a golden tree flanked
by a pair of golden stags. Astonishing gold animals followed
them in a procession.

Snape saton the bed, staring at it, winded. “That's—very old.”

“Indeed it is, Severus,” Albus agreed in his reedy voice.
“Sarmatian—probably from the first century. For hundreds of
years it has been worn by Potter brides, and for a thousand
years before that it was worn as part of the ritual regalia of the
Witch Queens of their line, long before they were Potters, or
de Poitiers, or Poddarghs.”

“I have a picture of Lily on the day of her wedding,” Minerva
said mildly. “Perhaps you would like to see it.”

Snape thought he was choking. “Yes,” he coughed out. “Yes.
Very much. Thank you.”

Out of the chest was drawn a long chain of rough cut rubies,
held together by square gold links. It was old, too, but not as
old as the diadem. “Tenth century Byzantine,” Snape guessed.

“Well spotted, Severus,” said Albus with a nod. “And in here
is also a jeweled cloak pin from the same period, and this—"

He held up a heavy gold signet ring. A coat of arms was sur-
mounted by a heavy-antlered stag.

“The Potter Family Ring,” Minerva said with relief. “I'm ¢glad

Harry will have that. Lily would never let James wear it,” she

told Snape. “She thought it too feudal for words.”

In the box was a piece of parchment, which proved to be
the contract by which the wizard James Potter leased Hart-
wold Hall and its demesne—the Potter family estate—to
the witch Celestina Warbeck for the sum, paid in full, of fifty
thousand galleons. It was signed in 1980, and would end
December 31, 2079, or five days after the death of said witch
Celestina Warbeck, whichever occurred first. Albus folded it
carefully and laid it back in the box.

Minerva said, “The rest of the jewels are long gone, no
doubt. Lydia’s diamonds, the old Peverell pearls—”

Snape examined the signet ring, but dropped it as he was
passing it back to Albus. The ring fell heavily to the floor and
rolled away under the bed. Snape bent to pick it up—it could
be awkward to summon small, heavy objects of metal when
standing with other people. When he flipped up the bed
cover he saw it, and by it the corner of a thick volume bound
in dull red leather.

“There’s something else here,” he told his companions. He
gave the ring to Minerva, and reached for the book.

As his fingertips touched it, he screamed.




CHAPTER 14

O TIME o think, no time to
react. Snape lay helpless, his body

shaking, his mind nearly blank.

Boundless darkness floated before
him, like the edge of a grave, like the roaring
cataract at the edge of the world. From a great

distance, he heard a horrible animal grunting:

his own voice in syncopation with his rigors.

He would feel like this for all eternity.

Quite suddenly, the spasms stopped.

squinted down his arm. It seemed a long, long, long way
to his hand. His fingers were inches from the dark red
leather spine of a thick codex.
Minerva was speaking to him in a strange, calm
voice, ordering him to do something.
“Severus. Move away from the book.”
He could not answer, but gaped at her stupidly.
“Severus.” The hand she offered him was glowing

and blurred at the edges. “Let me help you up. Don't try

to touch the book again. No, Albus! Step back.”

Dumbledore was anxiously pushing forward, “—what kind
of harm he has taken—"

“Mall right,” Snape croaked. “M’s’prised.” His jaw was not
working quite right. “Whazzat?”

“A work of very perilous Dark Magic—"

“No, Albus,” Minerva contradicted him. “Not Dark Magic.
This is Something Else. Don't try to touch the book. It is not for
wizards. If you touch it, it will warn you away—"

“M’warned, too bloo’y right—" Snape gargled.

Minerva pulled him up to a sitting position, saying, “—and
if you looked inside it, it would do considerably worse to you.
Lily was insanely reckless to leave this where James—or little
Harry!—could have got into it.”

Snape swayed and blinked. This was not at all like the
aftermath of the Cruciatus Curse. Instead, he was simply
exhausted, as if he had been running the length of Britain. He
tried to collect his scattered thoughts.

Dumbledore peered cautiously at the red tome under the
bed. There was no title on the spine: no writing on the cover.
After a long moment, he hazarded, “Could this be the book
that is sometimes referred to as the Mysteria Bonae Deae?”

Minerva looked sharply at him, reluctant to answer. Finally she

said, “It’s really not a subject | can discuss with you. The book may

be technically Harry’s, but it is my duty to take care of it. Stand aside.”




“The What?” Snape asked Albus. The syllables were only
gibberish to him. He could barely understand English at the
moment, let alone Latin.

Looking concerned, Albus was casting a diagnostic spell at
him. He said quietly, “Mysteries of the Good Goddess, known also
as Secrets of the Great Mother. | believed the book to be a myth.”

Minerva retrieved the volume, and tucked it under her arm,
her face stony. “It has nothing to do with you. Lydia showed me
this book many years ago. It's very unfortunate that Lily came
upon it with no one to guide her. | shall keep it safe, and when
Harry someday takes a bride, | shall give it into her keeping.”

“M’pu’ing,” Snape cleared his throat hard. “I'm putting
everything in the Gringotts vault, but perhaps—”"

“Exactly,” Minerva snapped. “And I'll thank you both to say

nothing about this book to anyone else. It might cause trouble

for you.” She glared at them, and hissed, “Serious trouble.”

Snape did not need convincing. “It's very powerful. Per-
haps the Dark Lord was really searching—"

“It would have been impossible for him to make use of this,”
Minerva declared with perfect confidence. “Not even through
a female minion.”

“I'm quite sure that Voldemort knows nothing about this
book or its contents,” Dumbledore said lightly. He stopped a
moment, his eyes widening a bright blue fraction, excitement

in the twinkling depths. “Quite sure,” he continued, sounding
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nearly like his normal self. “I only once came across a refer-
ence to it—in a work that ceased to exist in 1915.” He smiled
then, his good humor entirely restored. “Yes. Well, Severus,
you seem to have taken no lasting hurt from gazing at the
unclothed goddess—" he hastily nodded an apology to the
indignant Minerva, “—in a manner of speaking.” In that tone
he used when he was trying to get round someone, he said
to her, “It might be helpful to know if Lily might have found
something—-I don’t know—-something useful in the book—
something that might have—"

Minerva said coldly, “I can’t possibly give you specifics, but
I shall look into it. It is—conceivable.”

Snape muttered, “Ought to have poked him with it. Or
chucked it at his head.”

“Severus,” Minerva silenced him icily. “How good was Lily’s
Latin?”

By good, she explained, she did not mean if Lily was able
to pronounce spells correctly, or limp through a paragraph of
Agrippa. “Could she read it as well as she read English? Did
she understand regional idiosyncrasies? Did she understand
the subtle differences in usage over centuries?”

“Il—don’t know,” Snape answered. “She studied some Latin
in muggle school. A year or two. | know she worked a bit on
her own. We worked together for a few summers. | tend to

think she was not an expert, but | might be wrong. | don’t

know how she spent her days after Hogwarts. Possibly she
undertook an intense study of Latin at that time.”

“I don’t think so,” Albus considered. “I saw Lily now and
then, and her time was very engaged elsewhere.”

Minerva said softly, “She may not have understood clearly
what this was...She may not even have realized the dangers...”
Her face closed, and she changed the subject resolutely.

“Here,” she said, handing Snape a small moneybag. “I found

this in the dressing table. It has fifteen galleons, five sickles,

and six knuts in it. | think we can agree that this is also Harry’s.”
“Indubitably,” Albus smiled.

Snape creaked to his feet somewhat warily, clutching the
bag. Fifteen dalleons was a handy sum. Changed to muggle
money, it might well be enough for the bicycle Harry kept hint-
ing at. He tossed it into James’ empty trunk.

“I suppose we're mostly done here,” he said, somewhat
sorry they had not found more. “Wait. Is there a cellar?”

“Off the kitchen,” Minerva told him, busily shrinking the
boxes and trunks.

It was something to do. Surely Lily had a potions laboratory
somewhere. If it was not up here, it must be elsewhere. He heard
Minerva and Albus talking quietly until he reached the bottom of
the stairs and pushed through to the kitchen and pantry.

Minerva was right. There was nothing here of value. He gri-

maced in faint distaste, and opened a door. The pantry was
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a wreck, already rifled by rats and human souvenir hunters.
Another door led outside, and was heavily damaged. Unsur-
prisingly, the attackers had struck at both entrances to the
house. A third door remained.

It led down a narrow staircase to pitch darkness below.
Snape uttered a quick “Lumos,” and reconnoitered in the
crumbling, low-ceilinged hole in the ground.

A heavy cauldron squatted on a worktable, covered in
dust. A set of crystal phials rested in a wooden rack. Shelves
of ingredients hung on the nearby wall. Snape fingered the
jars briefly. There was nothing usable left in them. In fact,
the full jars and the dusty shine of the gear suggested that
the laboratory had not been much used at all. It was really a
very uninviting workspace. Snape imagined that James Potter
must have objected to having food and potions prepared in
the same kitchen. There was a small table and a chair. On the
table was an inkstand. The ink was a bone-dry black cake. A
little leather notebook sat foursquare on the table, waiting for-
lornly to be filled with brilliant insights. Snape snatched it up
and thrust it into a pocket. He stood briefly debating whether
he should bother to bring the cauldron and vials to Harry.
What was here was not worth all that much. Snape found him-
self resenting these relics of Lily’s neglected talent. Let the cot-
tage keep them. He turned away to go upstairs.

Instantly, sensible thrift overcame his qualms. Quickly, he

shrank and pocketed the cauldron and rack of phials. They
were very nice crystal ones. Harry could use them when he
was a little more experienced. Children were always melting
their cauldrons. Harry should have a spare. That done, he
took the rickety steps quickly, leaving the place to darkness.

He passed the splintered newel post once more, and
sneered at the blast mark. Idiot. As far as he could see, James
Potter had valued Lily only for her beauty. More fool he. Albus
had nattered on about ancient Blood Magic a few days ago,
and now Minerva was being very tight lipped. It seemed more
and more certain to him that it was Lily who had saved Harry,
while Potter had indulged in futile heroics. Useless poser. Lily
had always been worth ten of Potter.

When he reentered the room, he was aware of a certain tension.
Probably Albus had probed a little too deeply. Minerva had turned
her back to him. She saw Snape, and said nothing as she helped
Snape gather up what they were removing from the cottage.

They passed down the hall, and then descended the stairs
in silence. Dumbledore took the painting, shaking his head
over its deplorable state. He then gestured for his two profes-
sors to precede him out of the cottage, and he set the wards at
the door. Civilly, Snape and Minerva awaited him outside the
gate. The Headmaster moved very slowly, looking every year
of his age and more. He shut the gate behind him, and raised

the sealing ward in a momentary haze of crackling light.
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He said, very low, “It was never a lucky house. Never. | was

very wrond to entrust another family to it.”

(OO OTOTC )

Being alone in a cupboard had been pretty horrible. Being
alone in his new room with lots of fun things to do, Harry decided,
was pretty neat. He was having a wonderful day.

At the moment, he was messing about with his art sup-
plies and a thin book called WATERCOLOURS FOR THE YOUNG
ARTIST. On the easel was his impression of the back garden:
the sky a delicate wash of blue, the grass lavishly green, the
flowers blobs of brilliant reds and pinks and purples. The
book explained about shadows and perspective. Harry’s
bold yellow wall slanted away into brown shadows. The shed
could barely be seen behind an explosion of shrubbery. No
one in the world would call it a great painting, but Harry had
never had resources like this before, and rejoiced in the pos-
session of unlimited colour. He could draw all sorts of things—
whatever he saw or imagined.

A shrill voice called from downstairs.

“Dudley darling, we have to leave now! | need you to carry
the bags for me.”

“Awwwww, Mum!” Rolling thunder marked Dudley’s heavy
tread on the stairs.

Harry smirked, and then carefully rinsed his brush before

adding some more blue to the dark corner on the right. It was
so strange to listen to the Dursleys living their lives on the other
side of his door. Since the night Professor Snape had told off the
three of them, Harry had never spoken to them or heard him-

'"

self summoned. No shouts of “Boy!” impinged on his privacy.
They never spoke of him either. He had ceased to exist for them.

It would have made him unhappy, if he had cared about
them. They were still there, but they no longer mattered.
He wondered if it would be better to have Professor Snape
put a—a—yes!—a Silencing Charm on the wall facing the
upstairs hall. At night he could hear Dudley and Uncle Vernon
snoring, and sometimes it bothered him. Back in his cupboard
it had been very quiet at night. The night before last he had
dreamed that they found his door and were coming in...

But they couldn’t. Muggles couldn’t see his door. In Pro-
fessor Burbage’s book, she wrote that muggles were blind to
nearly half the world. But witches and wizards saw everything.

He scowled. He had finished the book and learned a lot.
Some of it wasn’t very nice. At the back of the book, there
was an appendix telling all about “Notable Magical Families
of Britain and Ireland.” Harry had been startled to see the
name Potter in there, right after “Peverell,” and just before

“Prince.” And there weren’t any Peverells anymore, and hardly
any Princes. In fact, Harry was surprised at how many of those

notable families had gone extinct.




e Lo

.I:-.-.w&:.i_ T SR e > i‘i‘;fm‘:!‘f.
5 \
i

It seemed to be one of the reasons the Potters were impor-
tant. There was actually one of them left. Harry discovered that
he would automatically have a seat on the Wizengamot when
he turned fifty. The oldest families did, it seemed. They inher-
ited their places just like the House of Lords. That was some-
thing he would worry about when the time came. It sounded
like an interesting thing to do, though. Harry had found out
that his dad’s marriage to his mum had really stirred people
up. Professor Snape had warned him that some of the “pure-
bloods” didn'’t like the “muggleborns.” It had been a real scan-
dal when his dad, who came from such a famous old family,
married muggleborn witch Lily Evans. There had been some
sort of trouble at the wedding, even, though Professor Burbage
didn’t give too many details. Gatecrashers had caused a disrup-
tion, and some of the guests had been attacked and cursed—

“Blood-traitor!” That was what somebody had stood up
and shouted. And then all hell broke loose. It must have been
awful for Mum. And then the war had gone from bad to worse,
and they had gone into hiding, and then “He-Who-Must-Not-
Be-Named” had found them, and—

—And then Professor Burbage went on about “The-Boy-
Who-Lived,” and how this boy—Harry had trouble accepting
that she was writing about Harry himself—had saved every-
body by destroying Voldemort.

How do they know? Nobody was there but Mum and Him.

And me, but | was too little to remember—much. How do
they know | did it? How do they know it was even a Killing
Curse he threw at me?

Harry now knew about lots of other curses and hexes. You
could kill people with all sorts of spells if they were used the
wrong way. Vindictus Viridian’s book warned about fatal
results even with things like the Bloating Belly hex. People
could trip and fall if you hit them with a Jelly-Legs or a Tickling
charm when they were on a staircase. Even everyday charms
could injure or kill, like the Mincing Charm used in cooking.

Maybe they could tell that the Killing Curse was what he
did to Mum and Dad, but they can’t know the rest, because
they weren't there!

It had bothered him a lot, but it didn’t keep him from read-
ing all about the Potters.

His family was really old. The Potters had been in England
since before the days of King Arthur—who had been real, by
the way, just like Merlin and Morgan. They had been in what
was now Norfolk before muggles started writing history down.
They had even ruled a chunk of it, and been very rich. Reading
about the Witch-Queen Carabogdunia was like reading a fan-
tasy novel—something he had only been able to do at school
in the library. She had been a Seer and a Healer and a Judge
(something Harry wondered about). People from far countries

would bring treasure to her in exchange for her advice. Witches
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in the Potter family were very revered, and Professor Burbage
wrote that it was a shame that there hadn’t been a witch born to
the Potters in a long time. Like a lot of pureblood families, they
often only had one child, and it had happened that they had
had boys for several generations. But the wizards did pretty
great stuff too. There had been four Potters who had been
Headmasters of Hogwarts, and a lot of Potters had taught there.
Two Potters had been Ministers of Magic, though it seemed like
Potters didn’t usually care much for politics. They raised magi-
cal animals, and a lot of them played Quidditch, and some of
them had become Healers or Aurors.

His great-grandfather Charlus had been a wizard adven-
turer, and had traveled to all sort of places, fighting monsters
and breaking curses. It didn’t seem to be common for British
wizards to do a lot of traveling, but Great-Grandfather Char-
lus certainly had. Professor Burbage mentioned a book about
him. Harry hoped he could find a copy somewhere.

Harry took his finished gardenscape off the easel, and set the
lead figure of Merlin on his desk. He would paint Merlin next.
Harry studied how the colors differed depending on the light.
The shadows were almost a dark blue. Where the sun hit the
figure directly, it was almost white. He sketched a faint pencil
outline. He could paint a cloudy sky behind Merlin, and maybe
some yellow lightning bolts.

Far below, the front door closed. Aunt Petunia didn’t ordi-

narily go to Waitrose on Sundays. She must have forgotten
something. It was a long drive to Waitrose, but Aunt Petunia
liked it better than any of the supermarkets in Little Whing-
ing. She and Dudley would be gone nearly two hours, maybe
more. Uncle Vernon had gone to play golf this afternoon, and
was going to have dinner with his friends from work. Harry
had the house to himself.

He took another look at the garden. The grass was clumpy
and overgrown. Sorrel was straggling up amongst the fairy
roses. The Dursleys, so quick to notice a weed amiss when they
could order Harry to deal with it, were a lazy lot when they
themselves might have to do the work. All his efforts were going
to waste. He looked again at the garden and then grinned. He
closed his paintbox, and Merlin was forgotten for the moment.

Harry burst out of his room, banging his door open.

“Yaaaaahhhhh!” he roared, waving his arms. “Yaaaaahhhhh!
Wizard coming through!” He ran into Dudley’s room, near-
ing tripping on a pile of dirty clothes. “Oi, Dudley! I'm in your

'"

roo——oom!” He made a face and raced down the hall to the
master bedroom. He ran in circles, and jumped up and down.
“I'm in your room, spreading wizard cooties! Watch out!”
At top speed, he galloped down the stairs and rushed
into the kitchen. Flinging the door of the fridge open with a
wizardly flourish, he studied the contents for something to

scrounge. Yogurt? Since when do the Dursleys eat yogurt?
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Shaking his head, he moved on to the cupboards, and was
relieved to find a tin of shortbread. Nicking some, he strolled
outside to enjoy the warm afternoon sun.

Gardening wasn't so bad when he wasnt being forced to do
it. His body craved a bit of vigorous exercise. He would do this
his way, and Dursleys would be left to puzzle over it. The earth
crumbled moistly around his fingers as he pulled long and
strong on the weeds, satisfied with the lengths of root he was
getting. He tossed the weeds over his shoulder onto the scrap
of front lawn. The mower would grind them up without a trace.
It took less than twenty minutes to restore the front of the house
to pristine condition. A neighbor across the street was digging
in her own garden, and looked up to stare at him curiously.
Harry gave her his most innocent smile and a friendly wave. To
his surprise, the woman got up, and came over to speak to him.
It startled him a little that a muggle even noticed him.

She was a nice-looking, thirtyish lady. Harry struggled to
remember the name—Mrs Lamb. She was not one of Aunt Petu-
nia's good friends. The Lambs were fairly new to the neighbor-
hood, and Aunt Petunia disapproved of the wife because she
thought a mother with young children should not be working.

“Harry, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yes, Mrs Lamb. I'm Harry Potter.”
“I hadn’t seen you for a few days, and | was wondering if—"

She smiled, and then said, “It seems that you're having a good

summer, Harry. | like your new look.”

He was confused for a moment, and then laughed. “Oh—
the contacts. Thanks. | can see much better now.”

Her gaze swept over him, and he knew she also meant
the new clothes that fit him. She said, “You're always outside,
working so hard...When | didn’t see you, | came over to ask
your Aunt about you. She told me you were getting ready to
go to boarding school.”

“Yeah—I mean—Yes. I'm going to my parents’ old school.
It's going to be brilliant.”

“I'm very happy for you, Harry. Your cousin isn’t going to the
same school, is he?”

“No, he’s going to Smeltings. It’s a boys’ school. Uncle Vernon
went there.” He said, straight-faced, “They wear orange knick-
erbockers at Smeltings.”

She laughed. “I hope you don't have to wear anything like that.”

He grinned slyly. “Nothing in the least like it. It's been nice
talking to you, Mrs Lamb, but | do have to finish my work
before Aunt Petunia comes home.”

It pleased him to know that at least one of the neighbors
noticed how much he had to do. Very light of heart, he tore
into the back garden. Ittook rather longer, because the hydran-
geas needed water and the roses needed to be deadheaded.
Still, he was finished in less than an hour. He put the mower

and his tools away, and made a point of going back through
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the garage and strutting through the front door. He poured
a tall glass of orange juice from the fridge and savoured it in
full, rich gulps. He then washed and dried the glass and put
it away in the cupboard, making sure everything looked per-
fectly undisturbed. And then he shrugged and nicked another
piece of shortbread. He sat at the top of the stairs, waiting.

Through the front window, he saw the car drive up. Doors
slammed. Dudley and Aunt Petunia were talking about the
Herb-and-Citrus Chicken Dudley was going to learn to make
tonight for the two of them. Harry smirked at the sight of
Dudley lugging the heavy bags.

Time to go. He shot up and vanished into his room, munch-
ing the last buttery-sweet bite of shortbread. Aunt Petunia was
wondering who had mowed the lawn. Harry nearly hugged
himself with glee.

It was just like being a superhero. No. He was a superhero,
or at least learning to be one. He had a secret hideout, and
wise magical advisors training him in ancient lore. He had
Muffy, his own elf, who would arrive with a “Pop!” bearing
trays of delicious food, and who could clean his room with a
snap of her fingers. When Harry went outside, innocent mug-
gles like Mrs Lamb never knew that he had special powers.

And that was something he needed to discuss with Professor
Snape. According to the books he was reading, it seemed like

most witches and wizards were just normal people who could

do madic. In their secret wizarding world, they went to work in
offices or kept shops or kept house just like muggles. Most of
them were pretty—ordinary. It bothered him. What was the
point of being a superhero, if you didn’t do amazing things?

Now Lord Voldemort—he was a pretty fair example of a
supervillain. He had superpowers, but used them for killing
people and seizing power, which were things all supervillains
seemed to want to do. Harry had tried to find out more about
Voldemort in his history book, but that didn’t have anything in
it past the eighteen-hundreds. Why was that? It sounded to him
like there had been plenty of history recently! Lord Voldemort
wasn’t in HOGWARTS: A HISTORY, either. Did supervillains go
to school? He snorted at the idea, picturing a class of evil little
wizard kids. His smile faded. Lord Voldemort had had follow-
ers, and it was likely that they might have children who would
go to school. Was there a separate school for them?

Harry grabbed THE DARK FORCES: A GUIDE TO SELF-PROTEC-
TION from his bookshelf. Professor Snape thought Defense
against the Dark Arts was a really important subject, and had
assigned a chapter for Harry to read. When he visited tonight,
he would quiz Harry about it, so it was a good idea to look over
it again. They were going back to Diagon Alley tomorrow, and
he wanted Professor Snape to be pleased with him. It wouldn’t
be that hard, because the chapter was about Dark Creatures,

and it was incredibly cool. Vampires and werewolves were
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real. Since the book was just an introduction for first years, it
only talked about what they were, and listed sensible things
to do to make sure you never met one. There were no large
vampire clans left in Great Britain, so the chances of meeting
a vampire were not that great. There were lots of werewolves
though, but you only had to worry about werewolves during
the full moon. It was a good idea to keep track of lunar phases,
and that tied in with astronomy.

Professor Snape said that he had a clock in his quarters
that showed the phase of the moon as well as the time. Profes-
sor Snape said that one could not be too careful, where were-

wolves were concerned.

ARRY KEPT his grin unseen
as he followed Professor Snape to
TWILFIT AND TATTINGS. He had never
been fussed over by anyone before.

Professor Snape had arrived early

. S

in the morning, told Muffy that Harry would be

lunching out, and then had made Harry change
@ his clothes. It seemed that he was concerned that
Harry might be noticed, and he wanted his charge

to make a good impression. Harry’s riotous dark

hair was glowered at.

“It's always been like this, Professor,” Harry
pointed out reasonably. “Once Aunt Petunia
practically shaved my head, but it was all back
just like this in the morning. My hair just sticks out all
over the place”

“Perhaps if it were longer...” Snape considered.

) Harry shrugged. “I don't think it gets any longer
than this, sir. I've never needed a haircut.”

Snape only grunted, and then made Harry change his clothes
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again, this time into a pair of olive drab slacks and one of Dud-
ley’s very nice white dress shirts, newly sized to fit him. Harry
thought it was a strange look together with his trainers, but
Snape seemed to think it would be all right with some additions
that they would find right away in Diagon Alley. Harry endured
the unpleasantness of apparition, and instantly was looking
about him at the busy wizarding street.

“Can’t we go see the owls first, sir?”

“Owls after we take care of this,” Snape replied, in a voice that
brooked no discussion. Harry had to stretch his legs to keep up
with his teacher, and in a few steps they were in the hushed
environment of a shop that clearly catered to the privileged.

“Mr Potter requires a robe for street wear,” Snape told the
greying but debonair Mr Twilfit.

“Mr Potter!” The wizard tailor’s eyes gleamed. “How well |
remember your father and grandfather! They were very loyal
customers—and such taste!”

Harry submitted to meticulous measuring, and then to
a consideration of color and fabric, answering “Yes, | like it”
and “Not so much,” when his opinion was solicited. In short
order, he had a summerweight robe draped over his shoul-
ders. The light tan fabric was soft to the touch and had a kind
of cape effect in the back. Numerous leather-covered but-
tons resolved themselves, and Professor Snape and Mr Twil-

fit appeared satisfied with the result. Harry studied himself

in the mirror, which to his astonishment expressed its own
approval in a smooth, ingratiating baritone.

“Yes...now you look quite the thing. Oh, yes... | daresay
even Abelard the Unctuous would feel not the slightest com-
punction at being seen in your company. The shoes...well...
yes. A daring piece of personal style. Very modern... My
dear boy, the robes are absolutely you. You wouldn't care for
another set in Liverwort Green?”

“Uh—no. Not today.”

“Pity. They would match your eyes to a marvel.”

Professor Snape rescued him, and they left the shop, but not
before Mr Twilfit told him that they would keep a record of his
measurements, “As we do with all our clientele”

Harry rolled his eyes, following Professor Snape down the
street. The robes were too nice to make him feel ridiculous,
especially once he discovered that they billowed a bit like Pro-
fessor Snape’s. He tried holding his arms like the tall wizard in
front of him, and found it improved the effect.

“What are you doing?” Snape asked impatiently, seeing the
boy making some sort of mystical gestures.

“Nothing,” Harry answered instantly, walking a little faster.
“Ca—may we see the owls now, please?”

“If we must.”

There were even more shoppers abroad than there had been

on his last visit. Harry had never seen anything like EEYLOPS
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OWL EMPORIUM. He had little time to stare into the shadows, for
almost instantly there was a swoop of snowy feathers, and the
white owl he had noticed the week before was staring him in the
eye. Harry stumbled, and Snape put out a hand to support him.

“Why is it so dark in here?” he whispered.

“Most owls are nocturnal,” Snape lectured. “This is more
comfortable for them. The Snowy Owl, however, is not.”

The shopkeeper seemed pleased. “Difficult bird to place,
that one. Very choosy. Come near biting off one young chap-
pie’s nose. Seems to have taken to you, though.”

Harry stroked her plumage with awe and delight. “She’s
gorgeous. How much is she?”

Snape reminded himself to have a talk with Harry about let-
ting shopkeepers see how much you wanted something. The
boy was absolutely transparent. Not being infatuated with the
owl himself, however, he was able to rein in the shopkeeper’s
more exorbitant demands. In short order a price was agreed
on for bird, cage, perch, and a bag of owl treats that should
last two months.

“We'll retrieve the creature before we leave the Alley today,”
Snape said, hurrying Harry out the door. “We can tell her your
address, apparate back to the house, and have everything
prepared for her arrival.”

Harry looked wistfully back through the shop window.

“You don’t suppose he’ll sell her to someone else?”

“Certainly not. We made a wizard’s bargain. What will you
call her?”

“Hedwig.” Harry had been thinking about this owl for a
week, and had searched out a suitably wonderful name for
her. He found what he was looking for in A HISTORY OF MAGIC.

“Her name is Hedwig.”

The bootmaker was next, and Harry’s boots were ready. He
tried them on and was amazed at their comfort. Snape shrank
and pocketed his trainers.

“You can wear the boots while we're here amongst wizards.
Have a look at the bookbags here. Since you'll be using your
family trunk, you can afford a decent bag.”

How nice to be reminded of his new treasures. Harry had
a trunk for school covered with real dragonhide: a trunk that
was a family heirloom. They would go Gringotts later today,
so Professor Snape could show him some of the other things
of Harry’s that he and Professor McGonadgall had located.
Buoyed at the thought, Harry took a deep breath, enjoying the
rich smell of the shop. There were all sorts of leather items
here: bookbags, gloves, and wand holsters. There were belts
here too, and a selection of wonderful buckles, made by a
wizard silversmith whom the bootmaker knew. Harry liked
one shaped like an owl in flight, and then another with a pair
of dragons. He was admiring them, when a boy stumbled into

him, and nearly knocked him off his feet.




g P

FOLUA
* g

THE ACCIDENTAL AN

GUARDIA

R

R

e STARRE,

T e

ok

e

P

“Ow! Sorry!”

“Oh, Neville!” boomed an old woman’s voice, “Watch your-
self! You might have done the poor lad an injury, a clumsy
great lump like you!”

Harry looked up and blinked. A witch, certainly: elderly,
severe, and disapproving. Speechless, he noted that she had
a vulture on her hat. Beside her was a bony old man no taller
than herself, with a sly twinkle and a salt-and-pepper mous-
tache. He laughed at the boy.

“It's the feet, you see. | said it, didn’t I? Feet that big must
go astray. Trampling on this little chap, more’s the pity. You all
right, lad? Neville’s no featherweight, and he don’t trouble to
look where his big feet take him.”

Harry felt sorry for the other boy. He was taller than Harry
and somewhat plump, with a round, pleasant face and a
hunted expression.

Harry never had liked bullies, grownup or not. Very clearly,
he said, “I'm quite all right. It was just an accident. He didn’t hurt
me a bit” Turning to the boy, he said, “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

Looking surprised, the boy simply stared at Harry until the
old witch snapped testily, “Well, speak up, Neville! Don’t stand
there like a gormless noddy! Beg the lad’s pardon!”

With a touch of asperity, Harry interrupted, “He already
said he was sorry. It’s all right.” Trying to help the other boy—

Neville—he put out his hand and blurted, “I'm Harry Potter,

by the way.”

“Pleased to meet you. I'm Neville Longbottom.” The boy was not
exactly shy, but a little reserved, as if he didn’t quite know what
to make of Harry. He had nice manners, though, even by the stan-
dards of Professor Burbage, whose book had taught Harry a lot
about how wizards were expected to behave. The boy took his
hand, gave it a brief, mild shake, and then said, “This is my grand-
mother, Madam Longbottom, and my great-uncle, Algernon—"

Salt-and-Pepper Mustache gave Harry a wink, “Algy’s the
name. Algy Bagnold.” Harry shook his hand, trying not to
wince at the painfully tight grip, and then he almost commit-
ted the gaffe of offering his hand to Madam Longbottom. Pro-
fessor Burbage wrote that a wizard was never supposed to
offer to shake hands with a witch. It was up to the witch to
decide if she wanted that degree of contact or not. Harry hid
his hand behind his back, and then had to quickly put it out
again when Madam Longbottom extended her own to him.

“How do you do, Madam Longbottom?”

The witch did not release his hand, but dragged him over for
a closer look. “That’s what | like to see!” she declared. “A young
lad not afraid to speak up for himself. Knew your father and
your grandfather—and your great-grandfather before them!
Fine wizards—fine fellows! Saw your father and grandfather
married. And now there’s just you. The old families are thin on

the ground these days. Well, you look like you'll do the Potters




proud. | hope Neville learns to take a leaf from your book! What
house for you, my lad?”

“Actually—" Harry began.

Great-Uncle Algy winked again. “Oh—Gryffindor! No fear!
A little bit of the lion in all of the Potters, ain’t there? And there
he is, already scarred with battle!” He danced about like a
boxer, sketching wavy little movements with his hand that
Harry guessed represented spells. “Too much to hope for that
our Neville will join you in the old Red-And-Gold, | reckon.”

Neville’s face was a study in misery. Harry knew exactly
how he was feeling. “Actually,” he said loudly. “I really can't
say which house I'll be in. All of them have their good points.
| think what’s important is to make the most of your time in
school, no matter which house you're sorted into.”

“Well said, Mr Potter,” agreed Professor Snape, who

appeared quite suddenly behind Neville. “Have you chosen

your bag?” He bowed with a distant air to Neville’s relations.

“Madam. Sir. Mr Potter has a number of purchases to make.
You must excuse us.”

Madam Longbottom narrowed her eyes at Snape in suspi-
cion. “You might as well get a bookbag while you're here, Nev-
ille. Go with the Potter lad. | daresay he won't lead you astray.
We'll be sitting over there.”

Neville looked at Harry uncertainly. Harry said, “I saw

one | liked, Professor Snape. Sir, this is Neville Longbottom. |
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believe he’s going to be a first-year like me.”

Snape nailed the boy with a forbidding stare. Neville’s eyes
wobbled in fright. “How do you do, sir?” he faltered. His hand
jerked forward a little, but then seeing Snape standing there
unmoving, it was withdrawn.

Harry took Neville by the elbow. “Over here. | saw some
nice ones. Excuse us.”

Snape stood back and letthe two boys murmurto each other.
So that was Frank and Alice Longbottom’s boy. An unprom-
ising specimen—though who wouldn’t be with that gorgon
of a grandmother and that posturing imbecile with her? Her
brother, he supposed. It was horribly true that one couldn’t
choose one’s family. He had never liked Frank Longbottom. A
red face and a loud voice and Hex-the-Snakes. He had been
in Lucius’ year, and one of his chief rivals at Quidditch. And
then an Auror, of course. Snape had been taken into custody
by Longbottom once, on suspicion of brewing Dark Potions.
Longbottom, like all too many “peace officers” both muggle
and magical, was one for putting the boot in first, and finding
the evidence later, if at all. Bastard. Alice had never had any
use for Snape, either, and must have taken more points from
Slytherin—and Snape in particular—than any Gryffindor
prefect in history. What had happened to them was hideous:
but when people made such a point of showing the opposi-

tion how much they hated them, it was only to be expected

that they would make themselves targets.

And of course there was the prophecy. Snape nearly
laughed aloud at the idea of that pathetic Longbottom boy
being a threat to the Dark Lord. Appalling as she was, Augusta
Longbottom was right to see that there was no comparison

between her grandson and Harry Potter.

(O T OTOT)

“Black is the most practical, probably.” Harry took one of
them down. It was smooth and shiny, and the leather was soft
as butter. He liked all the little compartments for his quills and
his ink. “This one looks good.”

“It's nice.” Neville answered quietly. After a moment’s consider-
ation, he took down one very much like it. “Did you mean what
you said about not minding what House you were in?”

“Yes. | know my parents were in Gryffindor, but I'm not
them. It's important to be in the house that suits you, because
that's where you'll do your best.”

Neville whispered, “I've got to be in Gryffindor. My parents
were Gryffindors, and all my family. It's bad enough that they
think I'm practically a squib—"

Harry blinked. Professor Burbage’s book had explained what
a squib was, and how shameful it was to be one. “You can’t be

a squib if you got a Hogwarts letter. You did get one, didn’t you?”

“Yes—but Gran—" The taller boy started again. “They thought
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I was a squib so long that they never let me out much. I've never
talked to a boy my age before. It's really nice of you to help me.
You must have been in Diagon Alley about a million times.”

“No!” Harry protested. “It's only my second time. | didn’t
even know | was a wizard until last week. I've been living with
my—muggle—relatives, and they never told me anything.
Diagon Alley is brilliant, though,” he said, not wanting to talk
about the Dursleys. “Have you got your wand yet?”

Neville shook his head. “I've got to use my father’s. Gran

says it's a sacred trust.”

“But—"

“Mr Potter!” Snape called. “If you're quite finished?”

“Coming, sir!” Harry dropped his voice to confide in the boy
beside him. “Professor Snape teaches Potions. He acts really
strict, but he’s been very nice to me. Be sure to read the first chap-
ter of the potions book before your first lesson. He likes to quiz
people to see what they know. I've got to go—but I'll see you
at Hogwarts. And remember—you don't have to be a Gryffindor,
just because your parents were!” He dashed off after Snape, not
hearing Neville’s reply.

“Butldo...”

eeee®®

“Should I have bought a wand holster?” Harry asked Snape,
as they headed to the apothecary.

“In your first year?” Snape scoffed. “ | would certainly hope
you have no need for one at the ripe age of eleven! Perhaps
after your O.W.L.s. You may wish to practice dueling by then.”

They then spent nearly an hour in SLUG & JIGGERS Apothe-
cary.Snape was very anxious that Harry have alegup in potions
class, and they looked at all sorts of ingredients, so Harry could
recognize them by sight, rather than simply knowing lists out of
a textbook. It was interesting, but Harry was beginning to feel a
bit done in by Snape’s relentless coaching. It was better when
old Mr Jiggers took them into the back of the store, where they
saw a whole huge dragon’s liver in his cooling bin. Harry was
invited to touch it, and he burst out laughing at the sheer gross-
ness, the wet and bloody gooshiness of it all.

Snape saw that the boy had had enough for the time being,
and said, “I have more business to transact here. | believe you
wanted to find a book about Runes? Flourish and Blotts is only
four shops away on this side of the Alley. Go there and browse,
and don't leave. I'll be there presently.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And let me clean your hands.”

Harry put out his bloody hands for a quick Scourgify, and
then thanked Mr Jiggers for his time. Dashing out, he enjoyed
the air and the sounds of the Alley, and the feel of his robes
billowing in the breeze. Striding along, he passed QUALITY
QUIDDITCH SUPPLIES, and tried not to look at the brooms. He’d




know about them soon enough.

Crowds of students and parents were in FLOURISH AND
BLOTTS, looking for textbooks. Harry told an assistant that he
already had his schoolbooks, but wanted something extra
about Runes. She led him to a tall bookcase, and pointed out AN
INTRODUCTION TO ANCIENT RUNES. It was an appealingly thin
volume, and Harry glanced through it. It seemed to be what he
was looking for. Old Futhark was there, anyway. In the bookcase
were all sorts of books about languages. Harry saw many he had
heard of, along with others that were new to him. Mermish? As
in mermaids? Looking around, he saw that “History” was not far
away. He really wanted to know more about Voldemort.

It would be so embarrassing if people thought he was want-

ing to read about himself. He wasn’t being silly, he told himself

fiercely. He really needed to know what had happened. Trail-
ing his finger along the titles, he moved past MAGIC IN ANCIENT
EGYPT and WIZARDS OF SUMER AND BABYLON, down several
shelves and up again, until he was past WIZARDING LIFE IN THE
VICTORIAN AGE. Closer.. .closer...

There! GREAT WIZARDING EVENTS OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY.
Nearby were MODERN MAGICAL HISTORY, and THE RISE AND FALL
OF THE DARK ARTS. Hurriedly, he gathered up the books and
crept back to the Runes section. He opened up GREAT WIZARDING
EVENTS and skimmed the last third until he found what he wanted.

“Most abominable were the crimes of He-Who-Must-Noi-

Be-Named, and his just fate was no less remarkable than his
misdeeds. That an infant, a child only just weaned from his
mother’s breast, could prove a doughtier opponent than many
a battle-hardened Auror may be difficult for posterity to credit;
but it unquestionably true. Little Harry Potter was utterly alone:
his parents struck down in a viridian blaze. Evil Most Orgulous
loomed over the martyred mother, but he reckoned not with
the imponderable nature of Magic. Trusting in his own power,
he discounted that of others—forgetting that even Merlin was
once a babe-in-arms.

“Fittingly, the slayer of the innocent and helpless was in his
turn slain by the most innocent and seeming-helpless of his
victims. A mighty blast—a haunting silence. Did the Terrible
Wizard realize in his last moment that The Wheel of Fortune
had turned—that another power had risen to thwart his most
vile intent? We may picture it—we may imagine the momen-
tary look of astonishment and terror in those red orbs as they
perceived his bane rise before him: his disbelief and horror
when the Boy proved invulnerable to the Monster’s Unfor-
givable Curse: his despair as he was banished into less than
the meanest dust, and his spirit cast into the Outer Darkness
from whence it came. Let those of us who suffered savour that
vision, and give thanks to Harry Potter, The-Boy-Who-Lived...”

Harry made a face. The book made him sound like some sort

of weird Super Baby, casting a spell to destroy Voldemort. Could
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he even talk then? “Curse oo, Vodamor!” Er—probably not.

He looked back through the pages, trying to find out more
about Lord Voldemort. The author failed to tell a clear story.
Voldemort seemed to come out of nowhere sometime late in
the "Sixties, and a lot of important people had been put under
something called the Imperius Curse by him and made to do
what he wanted. Apparently, though there was a lot of dancing
about the issue, what he wanted was to “purify” the wizarding
world of outside elements, something that quite a few people
still thought needed doing.

Which really means getting rid of people like my Mum. That
is so sick.

Professor Burbage hadn't been very forthcoming in her
book either. It seemed to Harry that a lot of people still
believed that the only real witches or wizards were the ones
with magical ancestors on both sides going back a thousand
years. Well, sod them.

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE DARK ARTS was not much better,
though the language wasn’t as old-fashioned. Harry guessed
that it really wasn’t a very good book. It told the story of seven
evil wizards from ancient times to Lord Voldemort, and showed
how a reliance on Dark Arts had led to the undoing of each of
them. The chapter about Voldemort, once again, didn’t say any-
thing about where he came from. It just told about how evil he

was and how the Dark Arts were addictive. Lord Voldemort had

steeped his soul into so much evil that he couldn’t understand
goodness anymore. When he tried to kill a pure and innocent
child, his magic backfired on him somehow, and he cast the
curse on himself. This author did not think that Harry Potter
had actively destroyed He-Who-Must-Be-Named (Harry was
getting very tired of all the stupid hyphens), but he had played
a passive role as a Perfect Sacrifice. There was a long digres-
sion about the history of blood sacrifice in olden days, when
there was no other way to avert disaster but by the blood of
innocents. However, the author wrote, He-Who-Must-Not-Be-
Named showed the moral blindness common in adherents of
the Dark Arts. In attempting to perform the Rite of the Perfect
Sacrifice, He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named had presumed to play
the role of the Rightful King. Only the Rightful King could shed
the innocent blood of the Perfect Sacrifice to preserve the
people. And no Dark Wizard, the author declared, could ever
have been a Rightful King. Not even in earliest times, when the
nature of the Dark Arts, was, regrettably, far less clearly under-
stood than in these more enlightened days.

There was another digression, all about some kid called the
Infant of Prague, who could speak Latin when he was a baby
and do maths. Harry yawned, and set the book aside.

Reluctantly, he paged through MODERN MAGICAL HISTORY.
Boy-Who-Lived. He-Who-Must-Not-Be Named. Blah blahblah-

blahblah. This author, a witch who was writing under a pen-
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name “for personal reasons,” thought that Harry had used
accidental magic. She wrote that Harry was clearly an excep-
tionally powerful magical child, who had somehow shielded
himself so strongly that the Killing Curse bounced off and hit
Voldemort instead. There was even a truly creepy diagram
showing Voldemort, Harry in his cot, his mother dead on the
floor, and the possible angle of reflection. It seemed like the
most reasonable explanation, except—

He frowned, leafing back through the book. He had done
what Professor Snape called “accidental magic” in the past. He
had appeared on the school roof: he had turned a teachers hair
blue. Could he have shielded himself? Could he have deflected
a spell that blasted Voldemort into smithereens? Somehow he
doubted it. How would a baby even know he was in danger?

More importantly, he thought with a sour smile, his “acci-
dental magic” had never really done him much good. It had
never fed him when he was hungry, or summoned help when
he needed it. It had taken him away from a thumping that one
time, but no other. The book was stupid. All these books were
stupid. How could these clever people writing these books
know anything about it, when they weren't there?

There were no witnesses. Nobody had come forward,
saying they had seen what happened. It was just Mum and
Dad and Harry, and that rotten Voldemort. Three of them

were dead, and Harry didn’t remember.

Yes, you do, a voice in his head seemed to whisper. You
remember a green light and a high, cold laugh.

But what exactly did he remember? Had Voldemort actually
cast the curse on Harry, or did Harry just remember the light
because he had seen the curse cast at his parents?

Well, there was his scar. It wasn’t like a normal scar at all—
not with that weird lightning-bolt shape. Yeah, Voldemort had
shot something at him, but maybe Professor Snape’s guess
was as good as anybody’s. Maybe Voldemort made a mistake.
Maybe he was tired. Maybe you could only throw the Killing
Curse a certain number of times before your aim was off, or
you mispronounced a word. Harry liked this theory better
than those that made him weird even in the magical world.

Maybe I'm immune to the Killing Curse. Super. How do | find
out? Ask Professor Snape to have a ¢o at me with it? Somehow
I don’t think he'd be willing. Anyway, nobody knows, no matter
how much they ¢o on and on...

The shop was getting crowded. Harry put the books back
on the shelves, and then noticed a volume entitled, THE PATH
OF DARKNESS. It was a history of dark witches and wizards
from prehistory to the present. The author seemed to have
some sympathy for them, and talked a lot about defining

“darkness” in different ways. The style was more to Harry’s
taste. Professor Snape was not here yet, so he looked for a

place to sit and read. Someone was sitting down in his place
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in the Runes section. There was a vacant leather chair over in
“Careers.” Harry was soon engrossed in the story of the snake-
priestesses of Crete. It was better than any novel Harry had
ever read. Time passed, but Harry was oblivious.

“Rather bold of you to declare your career choice so pub-
licly,” said a boy.

Harry looked up. A blond boy with a pale, pointed face was
smirking at him, highly amused.

“It's a terrific book,” Harry admitted. “Hogwarts?”

“Of course. My father was getting my books, but he was
called away. | just escaped from Madam Malkin’s. What a
bore! | don'’t recall having seen you about.”

Harry knew it was bad manners to keep sitting, so he rose
and offered his hand, just the way Professor Burbage said he
ought to.

“I haven’t been about much. I'm Harry Potter.”

“Really!” The boy looked briefly impressed, and then tried
to sound indifferent. He shook Harry’s hand. “It’s true then.
Harry Potter is coming to Hogwarts. And my name’s Malfoy—
Draco Malfoy.”

Harry wondered if his new acquaintance had ever seen a
James Bond movie, and changed his grin into a smile. “Draco
like the constellation? That is so cool.”

The boy seemed very pleased, and puffed up a little. “Well,

astronomical names are something of a tradition in my moth-

er’s family—the Blacks.”

“Rather than Tom, Dick—or Harry,” Harry said. “Lucky you.
Have you got your wand yet?”

“No. My mother’s been talking with Ollivander, but we have
an appointment after lunch. | can’t wait. And you?”

“I was here last week and got mine then. Mr Ollivander is a
bit—strange”

“Well—that’s not that unusual in powerful wizards when
they reach a certain age. A lot of them go off their heads. My
father says Dumbledore is all but senile himself. Still pretty
powerful, though.”

“That’s something to look forward to.”

“Dumbledore?”

“No. Still being able to blast off spells when I'm a hundred
and fifty”

The blond boy laughed out loud. “So you're Harry Potter?
You're nothing like | imagined.”

“Sorry.”

“No. | mean—youre quite—normal”

Now Harry laughed. “Not according to my aunt!”

“Where have you been all these years? It’s all been very
hush-hush.”

“I like being a man of mystery. And I've been living with my
relatives.” Seeing the boy’s puzzlement, Harry clarified. “My

muggle relatives.”




Draco’s eyes widened. He stepped back a fraction. “That’s
right—your mother—| mean—muggles—” He leaned closer
and whispered, “Are they horrible?”

“Pretty much.” Then, remembering that he was not sup-
posed to let on about his days in the cupboard to anyone,
Harry added hastily, “At least my cousin. He’s a fat bully. I hate
bullies. We don’t have a lot in common.”

Draco shuddered. “I should think not. That’s dreadful.”

“I'm fine,” Harry insisted. “Other than that, of course. My
room is great, and now—"

“Draco?” a soft voice spoke close by.

Harry caught the scent of a delicious perfume before he
saw the witch’s face. She was very nice-looking, and very
obviously Draco’s mother.

“Draco?” she repeated, “who is your young friend?”

In a very formal way that Harry found rather silly, Draco
gave his mother a slight bow. “Mother, may | present to you
Harry Potter.” He swung out his arm in a sweeping gesture.
“Harry, this is my mother, Madam Malfoy.”

“How do you do, Mr Potter?” the lady asked, for Draco’s

mother was very much a lady. A very posh lady. She looked

nice and smelled nice. Her robes swirled softly and her jewels
gleamed. Harry thought that Draco was a very lucky boy to
have such a mother. She was putting out a soft, white hand,

and Harry tried not to claw at it in his haste to take it lightly in




his own. He gave his own tiny bow.

“I'm very pleased to meet you, Madam Malfoy.”

“Such nice manners.” She lifted his chin and pushed away
the wayward fringe of black hair. “Yes, the scar. I've always
been astounded that a child could have survived such violent,
tragic events.”

She stepped back and put an arm around Draco’s shoul-
ders. Harry experienced a brief, poignant thrill of jealousy.
Last night, Professor Snape had brought him a book of pic-
tures of his Mum, and she was so pretty. If only his own Mum
could be here like Draco’s—

“Surely you aren’t here all alone?” she was asking.

Harry noticed Draco’s eyes go wide again, and the boy
looking about him, curious and rather alarmed. He thinks he’s
going to see a genuine muggle, Harry realized. Maybe it would
do Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon good if just one time they
were treated as if they were the freaks.

“No, Madam Malfoy. I'm not alone. I'm waiting for—"
“Mr Potter! There you are!”

“Professor Snape,” Harry grinned.

+
+f++

- CHAPTER 16
RAT THE BOY! There

he was, talking with the very
people Snape had not felt he was
ready to meet. Harry needed to know
a great deal more about the wizarding
world before he could hold his own with

the Malfoys. At least Lucius was nowhere

story before the boy realized he had been

(

l /" tobe seen. He would have had Harry’s life
| )‘
{

asked a question. Narcissa and Draco were
"o not angry or hostile, as far as he could see. If only
~ he could have had another week to coach Harry
\ about pureblood attitudes...

Well, he would have encountered Draco sooner
or later. At least Harry was looking like a respectable
young wizard today, and not like an Azkaban escapee.
Snape knew that first impressions were vital. If Snape
had had decent robes that first day on the train, he

might not have seemed such an easy mark for Black

| and Potter. Yes: robes and boots of the best, no stupid

taped glasses perched on his nose. A pity about the
hair, but Snape would give that more thought.
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Narcissa and Draco saw him enter the shop. He gave them
a curt nod as he approached.

“Severus!” Narcissa granted him her most charming smile.
“So you are in loco parentis for Mr Potter today? | confess
myself surprised. | thought Dumbledore might have given the
honor to one of his—favourites.”

Harry smiled broadly, clearly happy to see him. Snape
noticed he had some books—evidently the Rune guide he
had wanted. He answered Narcissa coolly. “As it happens,
Dumbledore had no say in the matter. | have known Harry’s
aunt since we were children together. She appointed me her
proxy for wizarding affairs.”

“Professor Snape’s been teaching me about the wizarding
world,” Harry told them proudly. “It's been great.”

Draco was favorably impressed by Potter’s praise of a
wizard he rather liked himself. He had wondered why they
hadn’t seen much of the Professor lately. He'd been with
Potter, then, and the two of them seemed to be getting on
famously. Conversely, that Professor Snape was in charge of
Harry Potter raised the older wizard quite a bit in his estima-
tion. Father had talked about how important Potter was likely
to be in the future. “Do try to make friends with him, Draco.
He’s the darling of the wizarding world, and he could be a very
useful young man to know.”

He began making calculations. The Professor dined with

them occasionally. Maybe if they asked him to dinner, he could
be persuaded to bring Potter along, and he and Draco could
spend some time together. Potter had been living in some
muggle hovel, and Draco could show him how proper wizards
lived. He tried to remember the things Potter had said to him.
Potter liked reading. Potter was interested in the history of the
Dark Arts. Maybe Potter was interested in the Dark Arts them-
selves. That was very interesting to Draco. Potter didn't like his
muggle cousin, which showed he wasn't an idiot or a muggle-
lover. What had he said? His cousin was a fat bully, and he
didn't like bullies. Maybe Potter’s cousin pushed him around...
Mother, clever Mother, was already making the first moves.
“We were going to lunch here in the Alley today, to celebrate
Draco getting his first wand. Would you care to join us?”
Snape glanced at Harry, who did not seem at all reluctant.
Of course the boy was a bit lonely, spending so much time
studying in his room. Naturally he wanted to be with a boy his
own age. Snape wondered which was worse: playing games
with Narcissa and Draco, or putting up with the deadly dull-
ness of the Longbottom boy. At least Narcissa was easier on
the eyes than Augusta Longbottom and her ghastly hat.
And perhaps—just perhaps—it might do Draco good to
meet a boy from a different background. Draco was clever
enough, but had only known one sort of people with one way

of thinking his entire life. If Snape could mediate the inevita-
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ble clashes, possibly Draco might learn not to parrot all the
most offensive talking points of the pureblood hard-liners.

“We do have quite a number of errands today, but per-
haps—" Harry was looking very pleased and excited. Snape
hoped that the boy would remember some of his lessons in
table manners. A faux pas there would offend Narcissa more
than if he cursed a puppy. Draco, too, was smiling brightly.

“Yes,” Snape decided. “Thank you for inviting us, Narcissa.
Will Lucius be joining us?”

“Poor Lucius!” Narcissa mourned mockingly. “He was called
away by the Minister. Apparently there is some difficulty with
next year’s budget for St. Mungo’s.”

“The Minister is always asking my father for advice,” Draco
informed Harry importantly. “He says Father’s absolutely
indispensable.”

“Really?” Harry replied, trying not to sound annoyed. Draco
was certainly full of himself. “That's—great.”

Narcissa shot Draco a faint, warning glare that missed its mark.
She sighed to herself, and said, “We had planned to buy Draco’s
books and then his potions supplies and equipment. We could
meet you around a quarter past noon. Would that be convenient?”

“Perfectly,” Snape told her. “We have a brief stop to make at
Gringotts. Where did you want to lunch? The Leaky Cauldron?”

Narcissa looked pained. “Oh, Severus, that’s such a cliché.

Tradition is all very well, but it's not my favorite place, and

it's bound to be crowded with all sorts, especially this time of
year. Do let’s go to Summerisle’s.”

“Let’s!” Draco chimed in, his affectations forgotten in his enthusi-
asm. He told Harry. “They have absolutely the best desserts there.”

“Dessert is my favourite food,” Harry declared agreeably

“Right then,” Snape decided. “At a quarter past at Summerisle’s.
Did you find what you were looking for here, Mr Potter?”

Draco snorted a laugh. Snape turned and raised a brow at him.

“Interesting reading for the Boy-Who-Lived,” Draco smirked.

Harry didn’t understand the fuss at all. “I found a book
about Runes, sir, and | thought this looked interesting.” He
showed Snape the two books. He looked back at Draco and
said, “What? | like ancient history. The stuff in here about
Crete is really neat. They used to have this ritual where boys
and girls would dance around a bull and do tumbling tricks
and try not to get killed—"

Snape’s brows nearly met his hairline at the sight of THE
PATH OF DARKNESS.

Narcissa saw the title and smiled, giving Snape a conspira-
torial look. “What a pity Lucius isn’t here,” she said airily. “He
thinks that a rather good book too.”

Snape rolled his eyes. The two of them knew perfectly well
that Lucius was the author, under the nom-de-plume Geoffrey
Froissart. Since Draco had shown himself lacking in discretion

up to now, he had not been let in on the secret. The book’s
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sympathetic view of Dark Arts as an alternative wizarding tra-
dition was not a politically correct one at the moment. That
said, Snape thought the book well-researched and well-writ-
ten, for what it was. And there were some very rare illustra-
tions. The Malfoys, after all, had probably the best Dark Arts
library in Britain as a resource, and Lucius had had access to
the Durmstrang Library as well.

“Go ahead and pay for the Runes book. I'll pick this up
another day for you. Anything referencing the Dark Arts might
cause comment.” When Harry looked ready to object, Snape

only said, “We’ll discuss it later.”

(OO OTOTC

“Draco, darling, do try to summon up some tact,” Narcissa
sugdested. They were on their way to the apothecary, and she
was attempting to conceal her exasperation from the public eye.

“What's wrong?” Draco wondered. “I was just teasing him.
He wasn’t put out. If The-Boy-Who-Lived secretly fancies the
Dark Arts, he’ll have to expect a few jabs.”

“That’s not at all what | meant. And don’t ossip to anyone
else about his reading material. I'm glad Severus is more
broad-minded than some people. | meant you going on about
your father, in that way we’ve talked about.”

“I wasn’t going on about him,” Draco contradicted. “I just told

Potter that the Minister relied on Father. That’s no more than the

truth. | want Potter to know how important we are.”

Narcissa pulled him aside, with the pretext of smoothing his
bright hair, a sweet smile on her face. Her whisper was sharp
and to-the-point, however. “Use your brain, Draco! How do think
Harry Potter likes hearing you boasting about how wonderful
your father is—when he’s an orphan himself? He might have
thought you were taunting him about his parents being dead!”

“l wasn't—er—Oh.” Draco grimaced, and jerked his head
away. “l suppose | see.”

“And watch your tone with me. I've told you a thousand
times that | don't like the way you swagger about with other
boys, talking in that insufferable way. It's all very well with
Vincent and Gregory, but any boy with a full set of wits won't
stand it for a minute.”

“Father always talks that way.” Draco sulked.

“Your father is a grown wizard and the head of the family.”
She added tartly, “And sometimes he’s insufferable, too. It's
utterly unacceptable from an eleven-year-old boy, so | don't
want to see it at lunch. Talk about quidditch, talk about what
you think your favorite subjects will be—but don’t patronize
Harry Potter, and don’t brag about your family and what we
have. It may impress him, but not at all favorably.”

“Oh very well,” Draco grumbled. “I'll be all dewy-eyed and
modest. | don’t know what why you're fussing so. Harry’s nice

enough, but he’s only a halfblood, when all’s said and done.”
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Narcissa put her arm about his shoulders, and dug her
nails into his left arm as they walked down the Alley together.
Draco knew better than to wince.

“Listen to me,” she said grimly. “There are halfbloods—and
then there are halfbloods. Harry Potter is the hero of the
wizarding world. He is not the child of some muggle. His father
was the heir to one of the most venerable wizarding lines in
Britain. His mother may have been a mudblood—and by the
way, you'd be wise not to use that term in the boy’s hearing—
but she was still a witch, and she was quite a powerful witch
and quite beautiful. Clever, too, to get James Potter to actually
marry her. Harry Potter may be a halfblood, but if he marries
properly, his children won't be. In fact, if you had a sister—"
She paused, and gave a faint sigh. “—but you don't. Just as
well. Lucius might not be so tolerant. Anyway, Draco, all sorts
of people will be after a piece of Harry Potter. | want to be

certain that we get our rightful share.”

(O T OTOTC)

“I want you to see what we found at the cottage,” Snape said
to Harry, as they headed to the Gringotts cart. “I brought what
you can use right away last night, but it will be good for you to
know that you have some other family things.”

“Those pictures are great.” Harry grinned. “I don't feel so

bad about being short since | saw those pictures of you, sir.

You were pretty small when you went to Hogwarts, too. Maybe
I'll grow someday.”

“I daresay you will,” Snape replied. “That is why you have
your nutrient potions every morning. It will help your bones
make up for years of inadequate sustenance.”

They were off, whizzing through the caverns. Harry gave
himself up to the fun of it all, not trying to talk. He was look-
ing forward to lunch, too, even though Draco was a bit stuck-
up. His mother was nice, anyway. Maybe Draco hadn't talked
much to other boys, like Neville at the boot shop. Harry would

give him another chance.

eeeeoe®

After all, it proved not so hard. Draco was as hungry as he
was. They entered a very posh, very nice establishment across
the Alley from Ollivander’s. It was decorated with beautiful
landscape murals, in which the figures moved. Harry was glad
that he had been prepared for that. He would hate to look igno-
rant in front of Draco and his mother.

He was still dazed at the things he had seen at Gringotts.
The china and silver and robes he did not care about so much,
though he guessed he might be glad to have them someday. But
the family grimoire and the school things that had belonged to
his parents—and those amazing jewels! Somehow his family

had become real to him, and he no longer felt such an outsider
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as they were shown to a table draped in the finest white linen,
and plied with an astonishing array of what Madam Malfoy
called “amuse-bouches.”

He had never had elf-made ginger wine, but apparently
it was something that young wizards drank on special occa-
sions. Draco was very excited about it, and Harry agreed after
the first sip. It was warming and icy and sweet and flowery all
at once. Professor Snape and Madam Malfoy had a bottle of
something French between them.

“Confess you're glad you came here, Severus,” Narcissa
demanded lightly, sipping from an iridescent goblet. “This is
infinitely better than a jug of Chateau Leaky Cauldron.”

Snape snorted. “One doesn’t go to the Leaky Cauldron to
drink wine.”

Harry had never been in any place so posh. He was a little
nervous, but kept his hands under control, and watched Pro-
fessor Snape when he was unsure of how to go about eating
things. His food from Hogwarts was always delicious, but not
as complicated as the things here.

“So, Mr Potter—or may | call you Harry?” asked Madam
Malfoy.

Harry swallowed hastily, and said, “Please do—"

“So, Harry, what are you looking forward to most at
Hogwarts?”

He gave that a bit of thought. “I guess I'm really looking for-

ward to being in a school where everyone else has magic. I've
always been alone that way. And | want to learn heaps. What
about you, Draco?”

“I'm really looking forward to seeing Hogwarts for myself. Every-
one says it’s terribly impressive. And | want to play quidditch.”

“My son, the quidditch fanatic,” Narcissa sighed fondly. “No
brooms this year, Draco. How are you going to console yourself?”

“With potions,” Draco told Snape. Then he thought about how
that sounded. “Er—I mean—studying and learning how to make
potions. In Potions class. Not taking them. Eeww.”

The adults laughed a little, and Draco joined in ruefully.
Harry did too, once he understood.

“I think I'll like potions, too. Professor Snape and | had a
good time at the apothecary today. Mr. Jiggers had a whole
dragon’s liver in the back, and 1—"

“Perhaps not now, Mr Potter,” Snape suggested mildly.

“Sorry,” Harry blushed. “But it was really interesting. Trans-
figuration is interesting, too. Defense Against the Dark Arts is
pretty important. And I like Runes.”

“I thought you couldn’t take Runes until third year,” Draco
remarked.

“You can’t,” Snape told him.

“There’s no reason | can’t read ahead,” Harry insisted. “Runes
are amazing. You can do all sorts of things with them.”

Narcissa was interested. “A very old form of magic. | didn’t




THE ACCIDENTAL GUARDIAN

take Runes myself, but Lucius did, of course. So you are an
insatiable reader, Harry,” she teased dently. “Do | divine
Ravenclaw in your future?”

Harry blushed again, and lowered his eyes. Madam Malfoy
really was very pretty, and he was not accustomed to the
attentions of lovely women. “I don’t know, Madam Malfoy. I've
read about the houses, and there’s a lot to be said for each
one. | really can’t say where I'll go. | want to go where I'll do
well and make good friends.”

“You should be in Slytherin!” Draco said with smothered
excitement. “I know I'll be there. It’s the best, and Professor
Snape is our Head of House!”

“I wouldn’t mind,” Harry allowed. “I just don’t know if I'm
ambitious enough for Slytherin. But then,” he laughed uncer-
tainly, “I don’t know that I'm smart enough for Ravenclaw or
loyal enough for Hufflepuff or brave enough for Gryffindor. I'll
just go where I'm sorted. After all, wherever | am, I'll still be at
Hogwarts, and that’s the whole point.”

“Very true,” Narcissa said smiling. A sweet boy. She would
wager serious money on Ravenclaw, since he had thought it
though so objectively.

Draco was not so satisfied. “I still say Slytherin’s the best.
All my friends will be there, and there won't be any of the
wrong sort—"

Snape was ready to intervene, but Harry, energised by

ginger wine and good food, said, “I know I'm new to all this,
but | can’t say I've liked some peoples’ attitudes about the
houses. When | was at Madam Malkin's, there was a boy there
who said he’'d just leave Hogwarts if he were put in Slytherin.”

Narcissa tutted sympathetically, and Draco scoffed.

Harry kept his eyes on his plate, and added. “It bothers me
that everybody makes such a big deal of it. | think wizard—
s and witches—should stick together. There aren’t that many
of us, after all. The more there are of us, the stronger we are.
We shouldn’t be fighting each other when there are millions of
muggles out there who'd be happy to be rid of the lot of us—
and they wouldn’t know Slytherin from Gryffindor!”

Their next course was served: bewildering, exquisite.
Narcissa eyed it with approval and answered soothingly, “That’s
so true, Harry. There’s nothing more important than protecting
our world from muggles. We certainly wouldn’t want to share
Hesperides truffles with them. There—yes, that. Try them!”

It was a strange way to have lunch, Harry thought, but
very pleasant. Lots of bites of interesting things to be shared
amongst them. Some of the offerings did not quite look like

food to him, but they tasted wonderful.

Draco was restless, and began talking about dessert again.
“Mother, may | take Harry over to the display? | daresay he’s
never seen anything like it!”

“Why not? You don’t object, do you, Severus?”
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“Go ahead, but don't linger too long. We don’t want Draco to
be late getting his wand.”
The two boys dashed away, Harry right behind Draco.

'”

“Come on!” the blond boy pulled on Harry’s sleeve. “You've
dot to see this!”
“And don’t run!” Snape called after them irritably.

Harry slowed as the windowed wall appeared before
him, heaped with confections of snowy white and chocolate
brown, some so light that the puffs of meringue floated in the
air, some resting lazily on cushions of custard. Lucent jellies
oozed between layers of cream sponge: crystallized fruits glit-
tered like jewels.

“The muggles have a story about a witch who lived in a ginger-
bread house,” Harry breathed. “But this is a fairy palace.”

Draco nodded sagely, his eyes on the wall. “Yes, they
always keep a few fairies about. They’re quite decorative and
really perfectly clean in their habits.”

“Real fairies?”

“Of course. Look under the spun sugar.”

“I see!”

“I'm rather fond of gingerbread myself, but living in a gin-
gerbread house? Pretty impractical, those muggles.”

“She used it to lure children. Then she killed them and ate them.”

Draco stared at Harry in horror. “That’s disgusting! Muggles

really hate us.”

“It's just an old story. Maybe somebody met a bad witch
once. There are good and bad muggles, after all. There must
be good and bad witches and wizards.”

A sullen grunt. “The muggles must have mistaken a hag for
a witch. Idiots.”

“Draco, have you ever actually met a muggle?”

“No! And | don'’t care to! Which one do you want of these?
Those are really good. They're called The Fairy’s Kiss. And
that's a Sorciere Brulée.”

“I like the plate with the three little samples on it.”

“That is nice. It’s called the Judgement of Paris. You know—
after the muggle prince who had to judge between three
witches and started the Trojan War.” He gestured at the three
delicate pastries. “The cream puff is Aphrodite, the treacle
tart is Athena, and the chocolate cake is Hera.”

“I thought the Trojan War had gods and goddesses in it.”

Draco puffed up importantly. “It's shockingly clear that
you've been forced to live like a muggle. Everyone knows that
what the Greeks called gods were a clan of witches and wiz-
ards who ran things there until the Greeks started asking too
many questions.”

“I'll have to get a book about it.”

“Some of it’s in that Path of Darkness book you were looking
at. You really do need to be a Slytherin, reading such things. |

trust you were joking about Hufflepuff. If you were sorted there,




everyone might wonder if you're a duffer like the rest of them.”

“I hope if | were sorted there, people would wonder if
they’d been wrong all along about Hufflepuff. Anyway, let’s
get back and tell them what we'd like!”

The desserts were even better than they looked. Harry
took his time, savoring every bite. Draco let him try a spoonful
of his Witch Hazel Fantasy.

“You're so thin, Harry,” Narcissa smiled. “Perhaps you need
another dessert.”

Ashamed to seem greedy, Harry shook his head. “If | ate
like this every day, I'd be as fat as my cousin Dudley!”

“Harry hates his muggle cousin,” Draco blabbed to the
world at large.

Snape fixed Harry with a scowl, and Harry backtracked
sheepishly. “I don’t exactly—well—he’s totally spoiled and an
awful bully, but what can | do? He's the only cousin | have.”

Narcissa was distracted enough from her Fairy’s Kiss to give

Harry a considering look. “That's—not entirely true, Harry. |

believe—let's see—my father was your grandfather’s—yes!
I happen to be your third cousin, once removed. You and
Draco are fourth cousins.”

Harry beamed at Draco, who smirked with great satisfac-
tion. “That’s so neat!” Harry said. “I didn’t think | had any rela-
tives but Aunt Petunia and her family.”

“I told you,” said Snape, “that everyone in the British

wizarding world is related, one way or another.”

“Except the mu—muggleborn,” Draco pointed out, stutter-
ing so slightly that Harry did not catch what he had almost said.
Draco gave his mother a nervous glance. “I daresay that’s why
they don'’t fitin—most of the time.”

“Professor Snape said that somebody had suggested that
muggleborn students have a special class in wizarding cus-
toms,” Harry contributed innocently. “I think that's a great
idea. | wish | could take a class like that.”

Very pleased with her new acquaintance, Narcissa smiled
sweetly at Harry over the rim of her wineglass. “I'll have to tell

Lucius you approve, Harry. The class was his idea.”
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CHAPTER 17

‘YNAPE WONDERED what

. Dumbledore would think of the dinner
endgagement at the Malfoys’ this coming
% Friday night. He considered forbidding
Harry ever to speak of it, but then decided
to brazen it out. After all, why shouldn’t
Harry visit his closest wizarding rela-
tions? As long as Harry was not tempted
to divulge anything further about his
living arrangements, there was little the
Malfoys could do to get hold of him.
And after observing the boys together, Snape

was not too worried about Draco’s influence on
Harry. The boy, otherwise so innocent and guile-
less, had taken Draco’s measure rather quickly,
and seemed more likely to influence Draco himself. It
was the Malfoy boy who had seemed more anxious for

the acquaintance.
“He’s as spoiled as Dudley,” Harry remarked. “He’s not
nasty to me, though. I'd like to see Malfoy Manor. Madam

Malfoy is very nice-looking, don't you think?”

Ah, Narcissa. Snape sighed, feeling himself at fault. Showing

the boy those pictures of Lily had softened Harry’s mother-
less heart, and made him vulnerable to the first appealing
maternal figure who presented herself. Narcissa really could
be very charming, but Snape never forgot she was Bellatrix
Lestrange’s sister. Before they gave the Malfoys the home
advantage, Snape would brief Harry thoroughly on the Blacks
and Malfoys. While he knew no real crimes that could be laid
at Narcissa’s door, he knew that much of her behavior today
was driven by ambition.

On the other hand, perhaps it’s better to have Draco as a
cordial relation, than to make an enemy from the very begin-
ning. Snape had made permanent, mortal enemies during
his very first journey on the Hogwarts Express. That level of
conflict was not something he would want for Harry. The Dark
Lord still had supporters, but why should the boy be used as
a lightning rod to unite them? Better to neutralise them as far
as possible. One’s school years were hard enough without
becoming involved in dangerous political intrigue.

Yes. He liked the idea. If Draco and Harry got on fairly well,
Lucius would be unlikely to move openly against Harry Potter.

Though Lucius, too, needed watching. He could be charm-
ing enough himself, and since his father Abraxas’ illness and
withdrawal from public view, was spreading his influence
very widely in his new role as head of the Family Malfoy. It

was not the sort of charm, however, that Snape thought Harry
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likely to succumb to. In his questions about his family, he
seemed less interested in James—Iless interested in father
figures as a whole. It was a mother that Harry longed for, and
friends his own age. While Harry obviously liked Minerva
McGonagall a great deal, it was very much a teacher/student
relationship—or perhaps that of an obedient nephew with
a strict but kind-hearted great-aunt. Snape hoped that Harry
would find a mother figure and friends of more reliable sub-
stance than the Malfoys.

But the boys had got on well enough for an hour or so.
Draco had restrained his arrogance, and had shown some
consideration in talking to Harry. Harry, for his part, had had a
good lesson in polished wizarding manners.

“We've a few more people to meet,” Snape remarked. “One
more errand, and then we’ll return to Eeylops for your owl’s
things. The Headmaster wanted me to introduce you to some-
one at the Leaky Cauldron.”

It was this part of the day that Snape was most uneasy
about. Dumbledore always had reasons for the errands he
arranged. Sometimes they were unpleasant reasons, and
sometimes they were impenetrably secret. Sometimes Snape
thought that the Headmaster was impossibly wrong-headed,
as he had been about Harry’s family situation. Nonetheless,
the Headmaster had many sources of information and often

knew even more than he pretended to.

And therefore, Harry and Snape were on their way to the most
famous public house in the British wizarding world. Snape would
make a point of showing Harry how to access the Alley, so it was
not a futile quest. But why had Dumbledore demanded it? Why
did Harry have to meet Hagrid today? And why so publicly? Why
couldn’t the happy reunion wait until Harry came to Hogwarts?

The half-giant was a kindly creature—no one knew that
better than Snape himself—and no doubt would be over the
moon to make much of Harry Potter. The worst of Hagrid was
his irrational Gryffindor bias. No doubt he would fill Harry’s
ears with the exploits of his parents and the glory of the Lion
House. Snape ardently hoped that pushing Harry that hard
toward Gryffindor would be as counterproductive as Draco’s
efforts to urge Harry to be in Slytherin. Harry really did not
like to be told with whom he should associate. It was possible
that his years as an outcast had made him unwilling to hear
others described as beneath his notice.

They stepped through the passage, and Snape pointed out
the bricks that they would need to touch on their return. Then he
opened the door, and ushered Harry into the dark and smoke-
filled establishment. His nose filled with the familiar smells: good
beer and plenty of it; sickly-sweet tobacco; Irish stew richly sim-
mering, available at any hour of the day or night; a mild fug from
crowding witches and wizards of uncertain hygiene.

The usual suspects lined the long, battered bar.
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Harry looked about him eagerly. In some ways, this was
the strangest place yet. He had never been inside a muggle
pub, and had no way of knowing how this differed from them.
He suspected that the clientele alone was pretty unique.

The biggest man Harry had ever seen was at the bar: a man
with a shaggy mane of hair a wild, tangled beard. Harry’s eyes
widened at the sight of him, but Professor Snape was already
whispering in his ear. “That is Hagrid, the groundskeeper at
Hogwarts. Don’t mind the appearance—he’s very kind. And
very fond of you—he’s the one who rescued you from the
wreckage on the night of the attack.”

A firm hand gave his shoulder a push, and Harry went for-
ward to be introduced.

“Hello—" he began shyly.

“Harry!” The giant sloshed his schooner of ale in a shower
of foam, slamming it down on the bar. He strode forward like
a mountain, beaming like the sun, arms spread wide in greet-
ing. “Harry! Here yeh are!”

The witches and wizards within earshot turned and stared.

Their voices rustled, rumbled, and then grew to a clamor.

“Harry?”
“Harry?”
“Do you think?”
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“Look at the scar!”

“Bless my soul!” shrieked a witch. “It's Harry Potter!”

As one, the crowd surged toward Harry. He stood his
ground, and let Professor Snape protect him.

“COULD YOU PLEASE MAUL HIM ONE AT A TIME?” Snape
shouted. “IF IT'S NOT TOO MUCH TROUBLE!”

Somewhat abashed, the rush paused, and Hagrid was able
to speak to him first. He engulfed Harry in an embrace that
squashed the boy’s face against a horn button on the rough
leather coat—somewhere around waist level.

“Hagrid, | don’t think he can breathe,” Snape remarked.

“Oh! Sorry!” Hagrid pushed him free and stood looking him
over, wreathed in smiles. “Look at yeh! When I last saw yeh, yeh
was just a little baby! And now, here yeh are, ready for Hogwarts!”

The giant produced a huge pocket handkerchief and blew
his nose like a tuba. “Yeh’ve got yer mum’s eyes.”

Snape decided to observe the forms, and give the kind-
hearted giant a bit of public validation. “Harry, this is Hagrid,
Keeper of the Keys at Hogwarts. There isn’'t much he doesn’t
know about the forest hard by the castle and the magical crea-
tures that live there.”

“That’s right decent of yeh, Professer!” Hagrid blushed, and
muttered, “Shouldn’ta shouted out his name like that...”
“That's all right, Hagrid,” Harry told him. “I'm very happy to

meet you—again!”

Others were pushing forward to shake his hand. The barkeeper
himself, a bald and toothless old man, had tears in his eyes.
“Welcome back, Mr Potter, welcome back!”
A grey-haired witch pushed forward. “Doris Crockford, Mr
Potter. | can’t believe I'm meeting you at last.”

“So proud, Mr Potter. I'm just so proud.”

“Always wanted to shake your hand—1I'm all of a flutter.”

“Delighted, Mr Potter. Just can't tell you. Diggle’s the name—
Dedalus Diggle.”

Harry shouted back, “I've seen you before! You bowed to
me once in a shop!”

“He remembers!” cried Diggle, looking around proudly.
“Did you hear that? He remembers me!”

Harry shook hands again and again. Doris Crockford
wanted to come back for more until Snape glared at her.

The barkeeper asked Hagrid, “Can | get you another of the
usual, then, to celebrate the day?”

“Can’t, Tom,” Hagrid shook his head, clapping his hand on
Harry’s shoulder until Harry’s knees buckled. “Just stayed to
see this youngfeller again after all these years! I'm on Hogwarts
business, yeh know. Very important! But here’s someone yeh
should meet, Harry!” He gestured broadly, urging a spindly
young man wearing a purple turban to come forward. “Profes-
sor Quirrell' Over here!” he shouted. “Harry, Professor Quir-

rell will be one of yer teachers at Hogwarts.”
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Harry put out his hand, but Quirrell had a pint mug in one

'"

hand, and a sandwich in the other. “S-s-s-sorry!” stammered the
young man, and the two of them bowed to each other instead.
“P-P-Potter! C-C-Can’t tell you how p-pleased | am to meet you.”

“What do you teach, Professor Quirrell?”

“D—Defense Against the D—DDark Arts,” muttered Quirrell,
with a nervous glance at Snape. “N-Not that you nneed it, eh,
P—P—Potter? He looked back at Harry, directly into his eyes.

Harry hissed, and clutched his hand to his forehead. “Ow!”
he cried, seeing spots before his eyes. A shocking pain in his
head surged like water over a dam, and he collapsed to the
floor. Pandemonium reigned. The crowd pressed forward,
wanting to know what had happened to their hero.

“Hagrid!” Snape shouted, “Let’s get him out of here!”

“GET BACK!” Hagrid roared. He swept Harry up in his trunk-
like arms and pushed his way through the mob.

Tom, the barkeeper, was waving them to the staircase. “Too
much excitement for one little lad. Enough to make anyone come

over queer! Here now! Let him have a bit of a lie-down upstairs!”

eeee®®

Harry’s eyes opened quite suddenly. Professor Snape was
looking down at him. Harry blinked and realized that he was in
a strange room, lying on a strange bed. Faint sounds came from

downstairs, and faint smells of beer and stew.

“We're still at the Leaky Cauldron?” he guessed. Snape nodded
gravely. Harry blinked again, and asked, “What happened?”

Snape narrowed his eyes. “That’s what I'd like to know. Are
you all right?”

“Never better. | feel fine,” Harry insisted, seeing Snape’s disbe-
lief. “My head hurt really bad all of a sudden, but it'’s gone now.”

“Just like that?”

“Yeah—I mean, yes, sir.”

“Where did your head hurt?” Snape scowled, looking the
boy over.

Harry reached up, rubbing his forehead uncertainly, then
finding the familiar raised tissue. “My scar, sir. It hurt horribly,
like being stabbed with a knife. It never did before.”

Snape said nothing for a moment. Then: “Your scar never
hurt before? Never?”

“Well,” Harry temporized, “I guess it probably hurt a lot
when | got it, but no, not since then.”

“Let’s have a look.” He took Harry’s head in one hand, and
pushed back the untidy hair with the other. Lightly he touched
a fingertip to the scar, and nearly jumped out of his skin as he
felt the tingling ghost of a familiar pain in his Dark Mark. An
involuntary hiss escaped him. What the bloody hell is this?

“Are you all right, Professor?”

Deeply alarmed, Snape struggled to master his face. This was

no ordinary scar. But | knew that already. Curse scars can be very
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peculiar. But this— With sickening dread, Snape realized that
something in Harry’s scar must link him to the Dark Lord. How
is this possible? Does Albus know? With an expression that was
more grimace than smile, Snape released Harry, and brushed
the black hair down over the eerie lightning bolt shape.

“It doesn’t hurt now? Do you feel anything at all?”

“No, sir. I'm all right now. I'm sorry | made such a fuss. It
really did hurt, though.”

Snape gave a long sigh. He was going to have to discuss
some of this with Dumbledore. He had not seen Quirrell since
his return from abroad, but something was wrong with the
man. What was that stammer? And the purple turban?

He had taught Muggle Studies for several years, before
persuading Dumbledore to let him have a go at DADA. He had
taken a year’s sabbatical for research, and Snape had heard
nothing much from him in that time, and not much through
Dumbledore either. Charity Burbage had taken the Muggle
Studies chair, and was a great improvement, in Snape’s opin-
ion. Whatever had happened to Quirrell, the change was very
much for the worse.

The scar, though. This in itself was not good. This could be very,
very bad, in fact. This merited some serious research of his own.

Harry slid off the high, broad bed and went to the window.
The room faced back, giving a wonderful view of Diagon Alley

below. “Hagrid already left?” he asked, sorry that he hadn’t

had more time to speak to the friendly giant.

“A few minutes ago. He carried you upstairs and remarked
that you didn’t weigh much more than the last time. He hung
over your bed like a heartbroken dog, until | told him I'd owl
him with your condition. He had his important Hogwarts busi-
ness to transact.”

Under his calm words, Snape was seething. The revelation
that Harry’s scar was still full of Dark Magic had made him
feel off-balance and edgy. There were things going on that he
knew nothing about. What was Dumbledore thinking, to make
such a show of what Snape thought should be utterly secret?

Dumbledore had told them that his sources had indicated
that unpleasant things had been occurring in the forests of
distant Albania—unpleasant things that now seemed to be
moving north. Dumbledore was convinced it was the Dark
Lord manifesting himself. He had a plan to lure out whatever
remained of that monster, and to do it he needed something
that no one who craved immortality could ignore.

And he had sent Hagrid to fetch it! Of course, Hagrid couldn’t
keep a secret if his life depended on it. Snape understood
that well enough—Dbait was useless unless it was openly dis-
played. But to involve Harry! Why today? Am | wrong? Is the
bait Harry, and not—

Surely not. The Dark Lord might have unfinished business

with Harry Potter, but surely Dumbledore would not put an
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eleven-year-old boy at risk. ..

Snape scowled, thinking it was, in fact, entirely likely.
Dumbledore would do whatever was necessary to put an end
to the Dark Lord. Damn Albus. There must always be wheels
within wheels where Albus Dumbledore is involved.

“There’s Hagrid!” Harry exclaimed, pointing out the window.

“Why does he carry an umbrella?”

“He always does. | think—" Snape thought truth was best
here. “—Well, the fact is that Hagrid was expelled when he
was a student, but Dumbledore kept him on as groundskee-
per. Dumbledore is a great one for second chances.” Espe-
cially if it creates a sense of obligation, he thought sourly. “I
believe he keeps the bits of his old wand in the umbrella.”

“What did he do to get expelled?” Harry asked, anxious to
know what he must avoid doing.

“I'm really not sure,” Snape lied. “I believe that whatever
it was, Dumbledore felt the evidence did not warrant such a
punishment”

Harry was still looking out the window. “And there’s Profes-
sor Quirrell!” He leaned out of the window, looking carefully.

“He looks like he’s following him.”

“He? Who?” Snape strode to the window and looked where
Harry was pointing. Quirrell was walking slowly, and would
have seemed unnoticeable from street level. Hagrid, of course,

was easy to follow: the shaggy head looming far above every-

one else. The half-giant turned in at Gringotts. After a moment,
Quirrell slipped in behind him.

“He was going to Gringotts,” Harry said, thinking aloud. “He
said he had Hogwarts business. Do you think Professor Quir-
rell really was following him? It looked like it.”

“Harry.” Snape took the boy by the shoulder and turned him
towards himself. “Whether he was or not is none of your busi-
ness. If there is anything untoward going on, | will look into it
and discuss it with the Headmaster and Professor McGonagall.
It's nothing for you to worry about. Do you understand me?”

“But—" Harry saw Snape’s frown, and capitulated. “Yes, sir.”
To himself he promised, | may not worry about it, but | can
think about it! Aloud he said, “Hagrid seems nice. | hope I'll
see him at Hogwarts.”

“I daresay he'll invite you to tea. Don't eat the rock cakes.”
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CHAPTER 18

OU MIGHT s well have

put a notice in the Daily Prophet, Albus,”
Snape remarked acidly. “Philosopher’s

Stone on display at Hogwarts: Dark Lords

Dumbledore moved his sherbet
lemon around in his mouth, eyes raised in
bliss. “The Stone is perfectly safe.”

“Perhaps it is,” Snape replied stiffly. “The
students, however, are not. Why in the world would you
keep such an object in a school full of children? How can

it be safer there than in Gringotts?”

;1’

“Actually,” Dumbledore said, with that I-know-far-
more-than-you look that Snape detested, “there was
a break-in at Gringotts this very afternoon. Very fortu-
nately, the vault in question had been emptied just an
hour before. Lucky, that.”

“If you hadn’t sent Hagrid to Diagon Alley, where he regaled
the regulars at the Leaky Cauldron with tales of his’ important
Hogwarts business,” Snape pointed out, “no one would have
even known it was there.” After a moment, he asked, “I sup-
pose the culprit was not apprehended at the scene?”

Dumbledore’s sphinx-like smile told Snape everything he

needed to know. The potions master rose and stared into the
fire, trying to calm himself. He growled, “Very well, the bait is
offered. You believe something will come of it.”

“I know it will. Now is the time, Severus. We can stop him
before anyone else even knows he’s back.”

“The boy is somehow involved in your scheme.”

“You disapprove, but it is his destiny.” More gravely, Dum-
bledore added, “If all goes well, Harry will profit the most.”

“As he profited from his upbringing with the Dursleys?”

“I didn’t know about the cupboard, Severus. | am very sorry.
However, Minerva tells me that the two of you have arranged
Harry’s new quarters most charmingly and that he is delighted
with them. | think it splendid that his first experiences with
magic are so benign—so positive. He is well on his way to
learning to love magic and our magical world. His relatives
will exert no counterinfluence.”

Snape’s forehead ached with the intensity of his frown.

“Was that your purpose? To assure that the boy felt there was
no other option but the wizarding world?”

Dumbledore gazed back at him without apology. “Harry is
very important, Severus. We lose so many of our muggleborn—
so many of our muggle-raised, too. Our little world is sometimes
too narrow for them. They have family and friends they cannot
abandon—they have interests and pastimes we cannot offer. It

may seem cruel—" He winced, and then nodded. “Yes, it was
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cruel. A cruel necessity, | swear to you. We cannot lose Harry.
His fate and Voldemort’s are inseparably enmeshed.”

Snape slapped his hand against the unyielding stone of
the wall. “He has already lost his parents, his fortune, and his
home! Will you not be satisfied until you have his life as well?”

“Your concern does you credit, Severus. If all goes well—and
I am relying on you to see that it does—he will be safe. | have
given great thought to the matter, and | believe the plan I've
devised will contain Voldemort without necessitating—" He
paused. “Well, enough of that. Tell me of your day. | can only
imagine how overjoyed Hagrid was to see him after so long.”

Irritated at the change of subject, and even more at Dumb-
ledore’s evasiveness, Snape decided to be difficult. “Oh, cer-
tainly. He nearly smothered the boy. Perhaps Poppy should
examine him for cracked ribs. Harry seemed glad to meet
another admirer, though of course Hagrid was hardly the first.
The Longbottom boy literally ran into him at the bootmakers.”

Dumbledore’s eyes brightened. “Ah! Young Neville! How
was he? Did he and Harry seem to get on?”

“As to your first: he’s a timid, harried creature, entirely
crushed under the weight of family expecta—no, make that
lack of expectations. | overheard Longbottom telling Harry
that his family thought him a squib, and that he had never
spoken to another boy before. How is he to cope at Hogwarts?”

Before Dumbledore could utter the unwanted, smiling reassur-

ance, Snape hurried on. “And did they get on? Harry certainly
seemed to wish to protect him from his family, but | cannot say
if they will be friends. Neither of them has much experience in
making them,” he added, with a faint sneer in the Headmas-
ter’s direction. “However, Harry did get on rather well with
Draco Malfoy. They met at Flourish and Blotts. Narcissa was so
insistent that we join them for lunch. Harry had never been to
such a place as Summerisle’s and seemed to like it very much.”

A look of disappointment. “Was that wise, Severus? You
would expose Harry to their influence?”

By now thoroughly roused, Snape threw himself into the
chair opposite Dumbledore and glared at him. “You seem
to think that Harry is some sort of tabula rasa, some empty
vessel waiting to be filled. He may be your only concern, but
| have others as well. You are worried about Draco’s influ-
ence on Harry. Well, 'm not. Harry recognized instantly that
Draco is absurdly full of himself—'as spoiled as Dudley, were
his exact words, though he added, ‘but he’s not nasty to me’
No, indeed! The influence | saw at lunch was that of Harry
on Draco. You may care nothing for my Slytherins, but | do. |
saw that Draco wanted Harry to think well of him. | saw Draco
refrain from using the word ‘mudblood’ in Harry’s presence.
If he can exert that kind of influence, | can only say | wish
Harry would be sorted into Slytherin” He saw Dumbledore

about to speak, and gestured for another moment to have his
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say. “Not that | think he will. He’s had to lie and sneak about
to survive among the Dursleys, but that's not all there is to
Slytherin. Harry so far has no great ambitions. | have told him
that | will pleased with his sorting as long as he is, and | fur-
ther assured him that his mother would want him to be in the
house to which he best suited. | cannot speak for his father,”
Snape sneered. “I suspect he would have been as obnoxious
on the subject as Madam Longbottom and her idiot brother.
They seemed only too eager to make their own charge feel a
failure if he’s not a Gryffindor.”

“l am sorry to hear that,” Dumbledore said mildly. “Augusta
was a good mother to Frank, but time and events, it seems,
have been perhaps too much for her.”

“I hope you are not about to add ‘she’s not the only one.”
Snape got up and paced restlessly. “To be perfectly candid,
Harry was very taken with Narcissa. She pointed out their family
relationship. She was kind to him, and he clearly responded
to an attractive woman mothering him a little. And she too
refrained from the usual pureblood rant. Has it occurred to
you how remarkable that is? Simply not saying certain things—
understanding that they are not acceptable in certain situa-
tions—is a step toward not saying them in any situation.”

“Possibly,” Dumbledore allowed. “I would never accuse

Narcissa of being socially inept, however. But Lucius—"

“—Yes, Lucius could be dangerous. However, | believe he

could be neutralised somewhat if Draco regards Harry as a
friend. Ultimately, the Malfoys are for the Malfoys. They will do
what they must for influence, for money, for power. Harry Potter
has tremendous personal prestige. Lucius is perfectly capable
of holding his nose and tolerating a halfblood ‘Cousin Harry’ in
order to appropriate a little of that prestige for himself.”

“I do understand your views,” Dumbledore said patiently.
“And furthermore, | agree that the longer Lucius were to tol-
erate Harry, the harder it would be for him to disassociate
himself later. That could be all to the good in the long run—as
long as all goes well this year.”

“Yes!” Snape paused. “Which brings me to something very
alarming. | saved the important item for last.”

Dumbledore inclined his head, inviting Snape to continue.

Snape looked at him, eyes hooded in suspicion, and
abruptly asked, “What’s the matter with Quirrell?”

“I don’t quite understand you, dear boy.”

Snape did not inform Dumbledore that he had long ago
twigged to the fact that “dear boy,” was Dumbledore’s “tell.”
the proof positive that he was evading or obfuscating or out-
right lying. It was too useful to give away. He simply said, “The
stammer? He never had one before.”

“I believe his experiences in the Balkans were stressful.”

“The purple turban?”

“An amusing souvenir.”




“The pervasive odor of garlic?”

“A lingering dread of vampires.”

Snape drilled Dumbledore with a gimlet stare. “And what
about the fact that not ten seconds after meeting him, Harry
screamed with pain, clutched at his scar, and fainted?”

“Oh, dear.”

(O T OTOT)

Somewhat later, Snape made his way down to his own
quarters, thoroughly perturbed. Quirrell was clearly the Dark
Lord’s agent—though Albus hinted at something worse. It was
intolerable that he was allowed into Hogwarts. It was intoler-
able that he was permitted to be a teacher. It was intolerable
that such a man should be Harry’s first instructor in Defense
against the Dark Arts.

What had happened to Quirrell? He was a bright fellow,
and might not have been an entirely hopeless choice for the
Defense position, had things been otherwise. Snape recalled
the scholarly, earnest, rather pleasant young man who had
left Hogwarts last year for foreign parts. They had been dis-
tantly cordial, and had even played chess on occasion. The
night before his departure, he had sat in Snape’s quarters,
drinking his whisky, talking about his longing for adventure.
Unfortunately, it seemed he had had one.

Well, no more whisky for him, Snape decided.

A letter, folded and sealed, lay on his writing desk, where he
told the elves to put everything that came to him by owl. Snape

examined it cautiously before breaking the seal.

My das Soreiees —

A letter from Lucius Malfoy, in that wizard’s bold and ele-

gant hand.
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Snape blew out a breath and slumped in his chair, feeling
as though another weight had been piled on his shoulders.
Lucius, too? Well, it was no more than he had expected. He
had expected it, in fact, from the moment Narcissa had set
her violet-blue eyes on Harry in Diagon Alley. Everything was
moving a little faster than he had hoped, especially with the
ominous addition of the Quirrell enigma.

It would be foolish to offend Lucius by begging off with
feeble excuses. The boys got on well enough. Dinner at Malfoy
Manor was always worthwhile, now that Abraxas Malfoy was
confined to his chambers. That was a mystery in itself, though
Snape had no desire to question Lucius about his father’s “ill-
ness.” Abraxas Malfoy had become very odd in the past few
years, so odd that his behavior in public could no longer be
hushed up or excused by great wealth. Lucius had seized
control of the family interests and had locked the old man up
behind wards rivaling those of Gringdotts. A good thing, too,
in Snape’s opinion. Abraxas had never failed to insult Snape

every time they met.
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Let him rot, the rude old bugger.

Besides, he might dget a look-in at the library, and that rare
volume of Paracelsus...

He found a clean sheet of parchment and scratched a brief
acceptance.

Lppeini—
fos e imditotion. i fottes i pustiod o diemite
st v

He smirked. Not the sort of intelligence Lucius was looking
for, he supposed. It would do Lucius good to have to wait for
what he wanted, for a change. He must warn Harry to be care-
ful about giving too much information, without making the
boy anxious and uncomfortable.

He was distracted from his thoughts by a green face in his
fireplace. It was Minerva.

“Severus? Are you back?”
“As you see.”
“May | come through? | have something for you.”

He waved at her impatiently, not in the mood for company,
but resigned to it. Besides, it might do him good to vent, and
Minerva was not too pleased with Albus herself at the moment.

She bustled in, smiling, her hands full of what appeared to
be papers.

“When | went through my old photographs, | found a pic-

ture of the Potters’ wedding, and one taken just before they
went into hiding. | made copies. | thought Harry could add
them to his album.”

He gestured her into the chair beside him and dutifully
took the first picture.

There they were, the Holy Trinity from the odious statue.
Potter, thankfully, had eyes only for the baby in Lily’s arms,
and Snape could ignore him. Harry was a pink little thing,
apparently sound asleep. Lily, serenely happy, looked out at
Snape and gave him a gentle smile.

He sighed. It was a painful reminder of the last time he had
seen Lily in life. The Potters had been in Diagon Alley, only a
day or two before they disappeared into the dubious safety of
Dumbledore’s cottage. Lily was holding her child, who was all
but concealed by a fluffy red blanket, save for a tuft of dark hair.
Lily was wearing a brown cloak lined with lavender silk. Locks
of auburn hair whipped in the wind. She had not seen Snape,
skulking in the shadows. The baby mewed, and Lily looked
down at him, her face filled with unbearable tenderness...

Minerva shoved another picture at him. “And this, too. I'm
sure he'll be glad to have it”

Lily and James on their wedding day. Snape scowled at James
Potter, the smug bridegroom, and forced himself to say, “Yes.
The two pictures will round out his family history quite well.”

With suspicious mildness, she handed him a third, larger
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picture. “And this is for you.”

It was a full-length photograph of Lily alone, dressed in her
full wedding redalia. Lily was quite beautiful in the picture,
glowing with happiness. Her wedding robes veiled her slender
body like wisps of scudding cloud in high summer. Her jewels
sparkled no more brightly than her eyes. She was fair and
queenly to behold, and no witch in the world was her equal.

He stared at it for some time, deciding where to take it to
be fittingly framed.

“Thank you,” he finally managed.

“You're very welcome. I'm sure she would like you to have it.
I’'m very proud of you, Severus. Very proud of how you've put
the past behind you and taken charge of Harry.”

He shook his head. “I can never put it behind me. Don’t you
see? It’s all because of the past. | know you all think I've been
childish, holding on to my grudge against Potter, but Harry is
not his father.”

“Childish? No. Though sometimes...” She looked away, lost
in thought. “Sometimes one must be a parent, in order to leave
off being a child.” More briskly, she said, “’"Nonetheless—it
was a lucky day when you spotted that address and dealt with
that dreadful situation. | shudder to think what problems Harry
would have had at school if you hadn't!”

Carefully setting the picture aside, Snape sat back to throw

his bombshell at Minerva. “He’ll still have his share of prob-

lems, thanks to Albus!” Briefly, he told her of the meeting with
Quirrell and Harry’s startling reaction.

Minerva seemed very grieved. “I can’t believe it! Quirinius
was always so sensible—so—"

“Decent? Well, whatever he was, he isn’'t anymore. I'll keep
my eye on him. And of course Hagrid piqued his interest. Harry
and | saw Quirrell following him to Gringotts. He certainly must
have guessed that Hagrid was either depositing or removing
the Stone. Albus says that the vault was broken into later today,
so he knows it was removed. As it was, in Hagrid’s words,
‘important Hogwarts business,” he knows where it is now.”

“Stealing it for himself would be shocking enough,” Minerva
considered. “But for He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named? It’s horri-
ble. I can’t understand Albus at all these days. He says he has
a plan, but he wont tell me specifics. He’s hinted, though, that
he wants me to design some sort of magical challenge as a
protection. | daresay he’'ll ask you the same.”

“But why? Why not simply ward the Stone impenetrably? Why
not hide the wretched thing? Why borrow it from Flamel at all? |
tell you Minerva, this is some scheme to lure the Dark Lord out
of hiding. Albus wants him out of Albania or Outer Mongolia or
wherever what's left of him has been lurking. He wants him to
come to Hogwarts. And he wants him to come to Hogwarts at the

same time Harry Potter is here.”
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CHAPTER 19

ND RUFFLING his hair,

Harry pumped harder at the bike

pedals, leaning into the turn at Mag-

nolia Crescent. A trio of boys lounged

at the corner, heads lowered in bull-like aggres-

sion, grunting menacingly at the pedestrians fool-
ish enough not to cross the street to avoid them.

“Oi! Big D! It’s the freak!”
Harry glanced quickly to the side. Dudley

and his fellow thugs were staring at Harry as he

whipped by, wingéd Mercury on his glorious red
bicycle. Trusting to his speed, Harry gave them a
cocky little wave and surged past.
Offended, Piers lurched at the red blur, but

Dudley caught him painfully by the bicep.

“Leave it, Piers.”

“But it’s the freak, mate!”
O “Leaveit!”

Oblivious to the scene on the corner, Harry was home and

safe, jumping off the little black seat and running his faithful

steed into the security of his private door off the back garden
of Number Four Privet Drive. The bicycle just fit between
the wainscoting and the graceful helical curve of the metal
staircase. Pale yellow light diffused down from a new Finn’s
Window drawn into existence only that week. Harry dashed
up the stairs, shrugged off his battered old backpack, and
sprawled contentedly on his very own bed.

It was good to have a few quid of his own to spend as he liked. It
was good to ride far and fast through Little Whinging, caring noth-
ing for the censorious looks of gossipy housewives or the threats
of Dudley’s friends. He had bought himself a lemon ice pop and a
new Spiderman comic. Groping into the discarded backpack, he
pulled out the new treasure and thumbed through it.

“WITH GREAT POWER COMES GREAT
RESPONSIBILITY”
“Blimey!” Harry muttered. “Spiderman is really deep!”

Much impressed, Harry wriggled into a more comfortable
position and settled down for a good read. He had until noon,
when Muffy would serve lunch. Then he’d need to shower
and change. Professor Snape was coming to take him to Malfoy
Manor to spend the afternoon and evening. Dinner would be
a posh affair, Harry had been told that he would be expected
to wear the fancy green robes that Muffy had brought early
this morning. The robes had real gold buttons, borrowed for

the occasion from some of his father James’ old clothes.
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He was a little nervous about the visit. Madam Malfoy was
nice, and Draco was all right, but Harry could tell that the Pro-
fessor was a little worried about Harry meeting Mr Malfoy.

Mr Malfoy, it seemed, was a very rich man, and a very
influential wizard. He was very traditional, too, and thought
family was really important. He was one of those wizards
who was prejudiced about muggleborn wizards and witches,
The Professor said that Mr Malfoy had got mixed up with that
rotten Voldemort, but that he not been punished for it, since
he had claimed that he had been under a spell. The Profes-
sor had told Harry that there really was such a spell, called
the Imperius curse, which could make people do whatever
they were told to do. It was one of the Unforgivable Curses,
because it was evil to make another person into a puppet like
that. Harry could only agree.

But why should he worry? If Voldemort had done some-
thing so awful to Mr Malfoy, then Mr Malfoy couldn’t possibly
like Voldemort anymore, could he?

No way. Harry shrugged, and gazed entranced at the pic-
tures of Spiderman swinging through the skies. Draco was

going to show him how to fly on a broom today!

(O T OTOTO)

“Hello, Arabella”

“Severus Snape!”

The woman gaped at her visitor, while cats by the baker’s dozen
wound sinuously around the humans’ ankles. Snape glared out
of the corner of his eye at one particularly impudent tom, who
thought black broadcloth just the place to deposit white fur.

Snatching his robes away with an annoyed hiss, Snape
fixed his stare on the uneasy squib in the doorway. The house
reeked of boiled cabbage and catboxes uncounted, but Snape
did not allow his nostrils so much as a quiver. He would dis-
play no weakness when questioning this woman.

“May | come in?”

With obvious reluctance, he was ushered into the fussy
sitting room. It was a shabbier, mustier version of the Durs-
leys’, with the addition of too many cats for cleanliness. He
regarded the offered armchair with distaste before vanishing
the cat hair on it. He sat, and studied the nervous woman fidg-
eting on the edge of the sofa. A neat-eared tabby crouched by
his left leg, eyeing Snape for lap potential. Snape glared at the
creature repressively, until it rolled to its side and washed a
white paw, pretending indifference.

He began, not troubling to mince words. “Dumbledore
placed you here, | presume, to keep an eye on Harry.”

She nodded, and gulped.

“Well, you've done a piss-poor job of it!”

She trembled, mouth working. Snape sneered at her.

“You must have seen what they were doing to him. You must
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have heard the vicious rubbish Petunia spread about him. He
was here in your house, after all! You knew he was underfed
and downtrodden. Why the bloody hell didn’t you tell some-
one?” He shouted out the last words, spit spraying. The tabby
lying at his feet decided that the kitchen was a more appropri-
ate place for her ablutions.

Mrs Figg seemed about to burst. Her hands waggled futilely,
Suddenly she squeaked out, “I did! | did tell Albus! As soon
as Harry was able to toddle out of doors they had him pull-
ing weeds in the garden, and they’d speak to him—oh, ever
so hatefully! I've told Albus they are mean, miserable people.
He doesn’t want to hear it. You know how he is—he explains
things so I’'m not sure that I've seen what I've seen. | feel reas-
sured, and then it all happens again. | tried, but—" her voice
dropped, and she looked at her hands, wringing them together
until the knuckles showed white. She peered beseechingly
up at Snape. “You know how he is. I'm afraid to tell him things
he doesn'’t like. He might put someone else here— and | do
some good. Harry comes here when the Dursleys don’t want
him, and so he’s safe for awhile...”

Snape frowned, beginning to understand. “You do not own
this house, | take it?”

“Of course not! How could | possibly afford something like
this? Dumbledore made the arrangements and installed me

here to keep a watch on Harry, and I've been here ever since.”

Rather pitifully, she added, “It’s the nicest home I've ever had.”

Snape was silent, considering her words. No doubt, as a
squib she had been given few opportunities in life for educa-
tion or employment. Dumbledore taking her under his wing
must have been the luckiest thing that ever befell her. The
house—he snorted to himself—was probably paid for with
Potter funds. Ironic, really. And a seriously poor judgement
call on the Headmaster’s part, giving the otherwise well-
meaning Arabella a strong financial incentive not to push too
hard to have Harry removed from the Dursleys’ care.

“It's all moot now,” he said at last. “Minerva and | have taken
steps to remedy Harry’s situation. You need not worry about
him. Continue to keep an eye on the house, though | suggest
you focus more on strangers in the neighborhood or visitors
to the Dursleys than on Harry himself. | have been named
Harry’s wizarding proxy by Petunia, so | will be dealing with
all his school concerns.”

“Well—that’s good, isn’t it?” Arabella ventured timidly.

“I certainly hope so.”

eeee®®

“It's—big,” Harry declared. He had seen pictures of country
houses, but of course had never visited one. Aunt Petunia had
refused to sign his permission slip, and so he had missed the

class trip to Syon House and Kew Gardens. He still planned to




THE ACCIDENTAL GUARDIAN

v T

try to bike there someday.

Malfoy Manor was a very grand house indeed. The port-
key had taken them just inside some tall iron gates. Up a
tree-shaded avenue awaited the Manor proper: an H-shaped
Tudor mansion. It looked more like a palace than a house to
Harry’s inexperienced eyes.

“I think Lucius wanted you to be properly in awe. Ordinarily
we’d portkey to the reception hall.”

“I'm glad we did it this way,” Harry said frankly. “I’s really neat.
Now I'll know what Draco’s house looks like. No wonder he gives
himself airs. I'm surprised though,” he remarked, as the gravel
crunched under their boots. “l would have thought it would look
more mysterious and gothic, or wizardly—or something.”

“It probably does, underneath all the sixteenth century trap-
pings,” Snape told him. “ | know that at the core of the building,
there’s a smallish Norman castle, built over a Saxon motte-and-bai-
ley, built in turn over a Roman villa and a Bronze Age stronghold.
The Malfoys might update their looks, but never their attitudes.”

Harry laughed. Snape thought the boy looked just as
he should in his green robes. His hair seemed longer and
straighter, somehow—not more than an inch certainly, but
that was enough to tame it a trifle. It was smoothed with the
help of a bit of expensive hair-dressing potion. Snape felt
faintly uneasy at the sight of the scar. He had carefully avoided

touching it. Generally the boy’s hair obscured it. Minerva, he

knew, had not touched it, or even looked at it carefully, being
too polite to stare. Nonetheless, Snape thought the style suited
the boy, if only because it was so very unlike his father.

Harry was cheerful, but a bit intimidated by the size and
grandeur of Malfoy Manor. Not that he intended to let Draco
walk all over him. He would like to be friends with Draco, but
he would not be anybody’s lackey. He had asked Professor
Snape to put a charm his big box of castle blocks so it could
be shrunk to pocket size and then enlarged with three taps.
Harry wanted to show Draco something of his own. Professor
Snape had told him that Draco owned nothing of the sort. Per-
haps he would find them interesting.

It was an altogether splendid house. Harry studied it eagerly,
taking in the beautiful mullioned windows and the tall hedges
framing the building. He wondered which window was Draco’s.

A sudden shrill cry nearly startled him out of his dragon-
hide boots. He jumped and whirled about, tripping on the
pebbles. Snape caught him by the shoulder and said, “Not to
worry. That’s just the peacocks.”

“Blimey!” Harry stared. A flock of snowy white birds strut-
ted gravely across their path. The male’s splendid tail was
spread in a wide white fan. The smaller peahens trailed after
him worshipfully. Harry had never seen anything like them,
and found the sight one of unearthly beauty. Then the male

shrieked hideously again, and Harry winced. “I thought pea-
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cocks were more—colourful.”

“White peacocks. They're fairly rare. At least this particular
breed is. The Malfoys have been raising them for hundreds of
years. Something of a family tradition. And they’re quite tasty, too.”

“They eat them?” Harry asked, rather scandalized. “That’s—
that's—"

“No different than your own preference for chicken. Though
they raise those, too. It's quite a larde estate, with a big working
farm further to the east. Sheep, dairy cattle—and winged horses.”

“Winged horses! Can we go see them?”

“That’s up to the Malfoys. It's rather far. Perhaps another
time. Or perhaps Lucius is planning it. We'll see.”

“Anyway,” Harry pursued his original idea, dragging his
mind away from the alluring picture of winged horses. “It’s
normal to eat chicken. Everybody eats chicken. Is it a
wizarding thing to eat peacocks?”

“I's a Malfoy thing. But lots of people used to eat them hun-
dreds of years ago, when they could get them. Sometimes the
birds are roasted and then their plumage is replaced. Quite a
sight. It's served every Christmas here.”

“Weird. What do they taste like?”

“Rather like chicken. | presume you understand that one
doesn’t try to eat the feathers.”

“I'm not stupid, you know. I'll bet they don’t eat them at all.

You're just taking the piss—I mean—the mickey.”
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Snape’s face settled comfortably into a textbook illustra-
tion of the word “smirk.”

Before them, a pair of magnificent doors swung open slowly,
revealing hints of the splendour within. Just inside the doors stood
the Malfoy family. Harry swallowed deeply, and then smiled. This
was a real adventure: he would see his first wizarding home. It
was pretty neat that it would be such an amazing one.

The tall wizard in the middle was obviously Mr Malfoy. No
one could mistake him for anything but Draco’s father. Harry
thought he looked quite a proper wizard, with his long golden
hair and silver eyes. His robes were black and grey and obvi-
ously of the finest. His pale, handsome face was a polite mask,
but Harry sensed that this was a man who could be dangerous.
He looked with relief at Madam Malfoy, who was dressed in soft,
gauzy robes in misty shades of blue and lilac. She gave Harry a
warm and lovely smile that made him smile back happily.

Draco almost ran to Harry, but his father’s hand on his
shoulder held him firmly in place, maintaining the dignified
tableau. The visitors were meant to present themselves to the
Malfoys; not the Malfoys to their guests. Nonetheless, they
were welcoming, in their own fashion.

“Severus! Harry!” said Narcissa. “We're so glad you could
join us today. Lucius dearest, this is my cousin, Harry Potter.”

“Harry—Potter,” drawled Lucius Malfoy, taking Harry’s
hand for a brief shake. Harry was fascinated by Mr Malfoy’s

exquisitely manicured nails. They shone like glass, with per-
fect white half-moons at the base. Harry had had no idea
men could be so—well-groomed. Tearing his eyes away, he
looked up into the intent silver gaze. Mr Malfoy had not let go
of his hand. With his other he was brushing Harry’s black hair
to one side, the better to see.

“Your scar is legendary,” he was saying, “as is—” he paused,
his practiced smile gone.

Snape was on guard, and felt a faint alarm at his old asso-
ciate’s strange expression. Had he touched the scar? Had his
own Dark Mark recognised the echo of the Dark Lord? Lucius’
eyes had widened slightly. After what was really only a few
seconds, he smiled again, and released Harry. He continued,

“—as is your victory over the Dark Lord. You are most welcome
here. Severus, a pleasure as always.”
Harry wondered if Mr Malfoy had meant to say something
else. Before he could reply, Draco was talking excitedly. “Father
found a broom for you, so we can fly together! And later, were
going to go see the Aethonians!”
Forgetting his odd reception, Harry grew excited himself.
“The winged horses?”

“Yes! I'm learning to ride them, too! It’s very tricky. Father’s
teaching me.”

“I'd love to see them,” Harry said. “I'm sure they’re gorgeous.”

Smoothly, Lucius answered, “They are, actually.”
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Thawind slightly, their host stepped back, gesturing his
guests into the drawing room. Harry admired the sight of
his very own chupacabra boots treading the glossy black-
and-white floor. Warned by Snape to avoid staring, Harry
tried not to turn his head, only letting his eyes flick here
and there to take in everything about him.

He had never seen a purple room before. A closer look
revealed that the walls were neither papered nor painted,
but covered with rich heavy silk. The silk caught the light
of a hugde crystal chandelier, reflecting it with soft purple
gleams. Harry was effortlessly shown to a gilded armchair
covered with ivory brocade. The huge fireplace was pure
white marble, the mantelpiece supported by a pair of
carved mermaids. The boy found himself blushing at the
sight of their round white breasts. There were family por-
traits on the walls, all looking at him and whispering softly,
a light susurration of unintelligible words.

The armchair was too big for him. Harry felt awkward
and off-balance with his feet hanging inches from the floor.
He had to perch on the edge, because the back was too
far away. Draco looked more at ease, lounging beside his
mother on a long sofa. The two adult wizards were com-
fortably enthroned in chairs like Harry’s.

“How nice you look, Harry,” Narcissa said kindly. “Green

is such a good color for you. One would never guess that

you learned only recently that you were a wizard.”

“Thank you, Madam Malfoy,” Harry answered, feeling a bit shy.
He fumbled with a gold button. He quite liked these buttons. His
Dad had worn them in his day, and they were embossed with
the design of a leaping stag. Trying to think of something to say,
he blurted out, “I like wearing robes. They feel—right”

“And so they should.” Draco declared.

“I'm told you're quite the young scholar,” Lucius remarked
idly, studying the boy carefully.

“Not much of one really, but | do like reading a lot. | can’t
wait to start at Hogwarts.”

“You are fond of History, | understand?” Lucius looked at
him with unnerving intensity. “And—interested in Runes?”

Brightening, Harry nodded. “I think Runes are great! You
can do so much with them! You don’t even need a wand for
a lot of it. It's too bad we have to wait until third year, but |
expect I'll have plenty to keep me busy before then.”

“Oh, it's never dull at Hogwarts!” laughed Narcissa. She
gave Draco a light, one-armed hug. “We’ll miss having Draco
at home with us, but it's very important to meet other wizards
and witches one’s own age.”

He had been warned not to reveal anything about where
he lived, but Harry couldn’t help saying, “I wish there were a
primary school for witches and wizards. We could get to know

each other even earlier, and if we did magic by accident, the

L
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teachers wouldn't get so shirty about it!”

Snape winced a little at the muggle slang, but the Malfoys
refrained from commenting on it.

“Muggles,” muttered Lucius, with distaste. “What can you expect?”

“How horrid for you,” Narcissa sympathised. “Draco was
tutored at home, of course, but he had plenty of opportunities to
make proper friends, what with his etiquette and dancing lessons.”

Harry stared at Draco incredulously, just barely mouthing
the words dancing lessons?” at him. Draco gave him a haughty
look, refusing to be embarrassed.

Trying to cope with the idea of Draco taking dancing les-
sons, Harry told them, “I met a boy named Neville Longbot-
tom who said he’d never spoken to a boy his own age before
he met me in Diagon Alley. I'll bet he wishes he could have
gone to school. Is home-schooling what everybody does?”

He was looking at Narcissa, and so missed the look that Snape
and the elder Malfoy exchanged at the name “Longbottom.”

“Well,” Narcissa said carefully, “sometimes one isn’t sure
until the Hogwarts letter comes that children really are magi-
cal. It would be so cruel to mislead squibs into thinking they
were going with their schoolfriends to Hogwarts. Of course,”
she smiled, “in Draco’s case, there was no question at all. Such
a comfort, really, when one’s child manifests early.”

Draco smirked at Harry, preening.

Not quite rolling his eyes, Harry asked, “What did he do?

My teacher at muggle school didn't like it at all when | turned
her hair blue.”

Draco nearly guffawed, and the adults laughed in an
amused, tolerant sort of way. Narcissa told Harry, “Draco
blasted a house elf right through the window when he was told
he had to go to bed. He was only four years old! It was such a
happy occasion for us.” Another squeeze for Draco, and the
adult Malfoys looked at each other in fond remembrance.

Harry privately thought that it might not have been a happy
occasion for the house elf. Before he could say anything of the
sort, Madam Malfoy was speaking to Draco.

“Draco darling, why don’t you show Harry your room? We'd
like to chat a bit with Severus.”

'"

“Come on, Harry!” Draco was up and ready to dash away, and
then saw his father’s stern look. “Excuse us, Father—Mother.”
“You are excused,” Lucius replied formally.

Harry gave the adults a little respectful nod. “I'd like very
much to see his room. Later, then.”

He hurried out behind Draco, clutching his charmed box in
his pocket, hoping he’d have a chance to show the contents to
his young cousin.

As soon as the boys’ footsteps faded, Narcissa leaned back
against the back of the sofa and smiled at her husband. “You
see, my dearest? Severus’ charge is a delightful boy. So polite

and good-natured.”
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Lucius gave his old friend a skeptical look. “Imagine my
surprise when | heard the identity of your ward. | thought you
had called blood-feud on the House of Potter.”

“Harry is not his father. How could he be, when he has no
memory of him at all? His mother and | were friends in child-
hood, and her sister felt that she needed help dealing with a
magical child.”

Lucius rose, and paced to the window. Rather testily, he
said, “It’s a travesty for any magical child to be forced to herd
with muggles!”

Snape nearly burst out laughing at such barefaced hypoc-
risy. Lucius had always said it was a travesty for the children
of purebloods to be forced to herd with the muggleborn.
Tactfully he refrained from pointing that out. Instead he only
remarked, “She’s his aunt—his closest living relation by far.
Where else would he have gone?”

Lucius shrugged, still staring out the window.

Yielding to the desire to needle the other wizard, Snape
observed, “After the—event—it would have been most sur-
prising for any of the Dark Lord’s former adherents to petition
for custody, after all. It would have been even more surprising
had it been granted.”

Narcissa disliked the direction the conversation was taking.

“It might have been nice for Draco to have had a companion,

though. Such a sweet child. It seems incredible that he could

have defeated a great wizard in his cradle. Have you noticed
any signs of unusual power, Severus?”

“He’s keen enough, certainly. I'm going to try him out making
some simple potions before school starts. | have reason to
believe he'll do well at it. And he does have something of an
affinity for Runes.”

“I daresay!” Lucius snapped, still gazing into the distance.

Snape frowned. “And what does that mean?”

“Yes, dearest,” Narcissa seconded, stirring from her cozy
corner of the sofa. “What does that mean?”

“You haven't seen?” Lucius asked them, exasperated. “Oh—
that’s right. Both of you are utter ignoramuses about Runes.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say, Lucius,” Narcissa reproved him.

Snape glared at him. “You are obviously dying to share
your superior insight, so out with it!”

Lucius turned to them. “The scar. It doesn’t seem—unusual
to you? Quite remarkable, in fact?”

That Harry’s scar was brimming with Dark Magic was some-
thing Snape wished to keep secret as long as possible. Tingling
with uneasiness, he prevaricated. “The lightning bolt shape might
indicate an elemental capability, | suppose—"

“It's not a lightning bolt, you—" Lucius bit off the insult and
flourished his wand. Severus and Narcissa edged back warily,
but Lucius was already drawing a rune of fire in the air. A sharp-

angled S-like shape glittered before them.




“Sowilo. Otherwise called Sygel, The rune of the Sun, of fortune
and glory, of inevitable triumph. The boy bears it on his brow like
avictorious banner. Whatever the Dark Lord tried to do to him, the
boy turned it to his own advantage. And so he may do to anything
his enemies attempt against him.”

Snape stiffened. “I really believe that it was his mother who—"

Lucius cut him off. “I've seen what I've seen. He is clearly a Child
of Destiny. | shall have to think it over. At length.”

Shaking his head, Snape expressed his doubts. “Harry is
reading all about runes. He hasn’t made that connection.”

“Of course, not, Severus,” Narcissa told him gently. “After all,
he has seen his scar only in the mirror. He might not recognize
the symbol if it were backwards.”

Lucius snorted, amused in spite of himself. Thoughtfully,

he murmured, “Then he doesn’t know—yet.”

pies by the time they bounded up the stairs
and ran down the halls to Draco’s room.
Harry admired it even to Draco’s satisfac-
= tion, assuring him that yes, it was larger than
his own; yes, he liked the color green; yes,
the view of the Malfoy estate was wonder-
ful; and yes, he had his own bathroom just

as Draco did, only his was smaller.
It was a very grand room, though

Harry still liked his own cozy space better.

_ Draco’s wide bed, carved and gilded, looked too

big for comfort, and the satin bedding looked

unsuited for lounging and sprawling. There

were some playthings that Harry did not recog-

nize, and some he did, like a large collection of plush

animals kept in an ornate chest. Some of them, like a

white winged horse and a piebald dragon, were worn

with love and age. Draco informed Harry loftily that

the plushies were for “babies. | only keep them about
because sometimes young children visit us” Harry nodded

gravely. He had often envied Dudley his plushies, but he was
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too old for them now. A grey wolf caught his eye and caused his
heart an unaccountable pang. The chest’s lid was shut and the
boys looked out the broad, silk-draped windows again.

“That'’s the quidditch pitch,” Draco said, pointing to the east
of the rose garden. “Father enlarged it last year when he took
over from Grandfather”

“Your grandfather—died—Ilast year?” Harry asked. “I'm sorry.”

Draco shook his head briskly. “No, he’s not dead. He’s just
old and went a bit off his head. He has a suite in the other
wing of the house. His room is warded and all, so you don't
have to worry about him getting out.”

“Do we need to be quiet?” Harry asked, lowering his voice.
He was familiar with the concept of being very quiet and not
bothering people.

“No—1 told you—he’s on the far side of the house, and he
has silencing wards as well. He can’t hear us and we can’t hear
him. The elves will let Father know if there’s a problem.”

Harry had overheard his classmates talking about things
their grandparents had done for them, and had often longed
for a kind grandfather or grandmother. It had seemed to him
unfair that he should not only be an orphan, but have no
grandparents, either. “I'm sorry your grandfather is sick, then.”

“That’s all right. He was always a bit—well—scary. Things
are better now that Father is in charge. Anyway,” he said, want-

ing to talk of other things, “As soon as they’re done with their

gossiping, we'll go to the pitch and try out the brooms. Flying
is the best thing in the world. What have you got there?” he
asked, seeing Harry bring out a box and tap it to its full size,
using Snape’s pre-set spell. The grey cubes rattled and shifted.
“Castle blocks,” Harry told him, dumping the box’s contents
onto Draco’s elegant study table. He held up a dark blue turret
roof. “See? | wanted to show them to you. You can design all sorts
of castles. | found a picture of Hogwarts, and | made a castle that
looked like it, but I like to make up my own best.” He showed
how two wall blocks could fit together, leaving a narrow opening.
“In the muggle world, these are called arrow slits, and archers
would use them to shoot down on an enemy, but in The Path of
Darkness, | read about the Siege of Tyre, and how the Tyrian sor-
cerers sheltered behind them to fire spells down on the army of
Alexander the Great. Not that it did them much good.”

"”

“I know that story!” Draco chimed in, beginning to feel some
interest in this strange assortment of shapes. “The Tyrians
were really powerful wizards, and they thought no muggle
could ever take their fortress.”

“But Alexander the Great was not exactly a muggle,” Harry
declared. He pulled out a flat foundation and began thinking
about what would look good.

“No,” Draco agreed, snapping together a wall with high arched
windows. “He wasn't exactly a wizard, either, even though his

mother was a witch, but he had all sorts of wild talents. He was
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what Father calls a ‘Child of Destiny’ Father says that once in a
great while very remarkable individuals appear, and normal
wizarding society has to make allowances for them. He says
the word ‘demigod’ fits fairly well, too. The Greeks thought
the Tyrian wizards were Dark, and the Tyrians seemed to have
thought the same about Alexander’s ability to inspire his men. |
guess they thought he had a natural gift for a kind of Imperius.”

“Yeah, that's what the book said. It’s great. | brought these, too.”
His lead figures of Arthur and his court, shrunk down to castle pro-
portions, were duly displayed. Draco liked them, especially Morgan,
whom he thought the best dressed of the lot. He decided that the
figure of Guinevere was really Nimue, “a proper witch.” He had no
trouble accepting Sir Lancelot as worthy of his notice, however.

“All the best Knights of the Round Table had some magi-
cal gifts, and Arthur was partly created by magic” He broke
off crying, “I know!” and ran to the shelves where his own
treasures were on view, coming back with a handful of small,
exquisite dragon figurines. “We can build a castle, and the
wizards and witches can defend it from the dragons.”

“Those are amazing!” Harry admired them, listening to Dra-
co’s brief lecture on the different kinds. A Hungarian Horn-
tail lay heavily in his hand, and suddenly fluttered its wings and
puffed a brief, tiny flame. Harry nearly dropped it in his shock.

Draco laughed at him. “They’re partly animated, so they do

that if you hold them for more than a few seconds.”

Harry set the little dragon down by the beginnings of their
castle. “Maybe these witches and wizards are so powerful
that these dragons are their familiars—"

A moment of blank incomprehension, and then Draco was
swept up in the glorious idea. Their castle rose quickly, wall to tower
to dizzying spire. Some green flats and trees decorated the outer
keep. The witches were thoughtfully provided with a windowed
solar in the highest tower, so they could enjoy the view. A Norwe-
gian Ridgeback perched precariously above them, keeping watch.

By the time Lucius Malfoy came to fetch them—curious
to see how the boys were getting on—a new universe had
been invented; new names given to the figures; death-defying
adventures imagined. The wizard stopped by his sons door,
listening to the conversation.

“—and then Harco flies in on Viridius—"

“Why doesn’t he apparate?”

“Apparition hasn’t been invented in those days. Besides, it’s
more impressive to fly on a dragon.”

“There is that. And he tells Queen Arachne, ‘| have lost my great-
est knight, but | do not return empty-handed. He throws Princess
Hydrangea at her feet and says, ‘Do with her as you will””

“Hard luck on Hydrangea.”

“She shouldn’t have cursed the Queen’s dragon.”

“Well, if  were Dark Lord, I'd have done things differently—"

Lucius came into the room, rather alarmed. Hearing Harry
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Potter calmly discussing the prospects of becoming a Dark
Lord made his scalp prickle. An impressive— if eccentric—
model castle stood on Draco’s play table. The Potter boy must
have brought it with him. Lucius had not seen such a plaything
at the shops in Diagon Alley. A muggle toy, then, but not unat-
tractive. It was decorated with brightly painted little people
and Draco’s dragon collection.

He fixed a smile on his face. “I see the two of you have been
enjoying yourselves.”

Green eyes flicked to him, and the boy answered politely,

“Yes, sir, very much.”

“Father!” Draco beamed at him. “Do you like our castle? We
built it ourselves with Harry’s blocks.”

As he was shown how the castle was comprised of a set
of cleverly-designed building blocks that snapped together,
Lucius studied the Potter boy. He seemed unnervingly normal
for one bearing a sigil of power—and for an embryo Dark
Lord. Perhaps it had just been a figure of speech...

“And this is the Wizard-King Harco, Dark Lord of the Sith,”
Draco was telling him. “Usually he’s King Arthur, but we
wanted to make up something different.”

“Harco?” Lucius asked, raising a brow.

“Yes,” Draco told him. “’Drarry’ sounded ridiculous.”

“I see. And the Wizard-King Harco rides a dragon.”

“Yes, sir,” Harry explained. “And sometimes Viridius carries

messages for him, just like an owl. Only being a dragon, it can
cause misunderstandings.”

“I daresay.” Lucius smiled slightly. “If you can tear your-
selves away, we were all going out to the pitch. Are you inter-
ested in learning to fly, Harry?”

“I can hardly wait!”

(O T TOTOTC)

Even the walk to the pitch was a pleasure for Harry. They trailed
after the adults, trading ideas about other castles they could
build, while Harry paused, staring at the undulating hedges that
enclosed huge, fragrant rosebushes. The rose garden was in the
shape of a five-pointed star. Surrounding it were shrubs trimmed
into the likenesses of exotic animals. Harry recognized a unicorn
and a sphinx, but many of the creatures were unknown to him.
He wished that FANTASTIC BEASTS AND WHERE TO FIND THEM had
more and better illustrations. The thing with the head of an eagle
and the body of a horse was what his book had called a hippogriff.
The looming dark shapes made him uneasy. As he walked past,
he felt as though they were watching him. Overhearing the adults
talking, he caught at the word “topiary.”

He repeated it to himself. Draco heard him.

“Yes, everyone is impressed by the topiary animals. We
have the largest topiary garden in England. | like that one best,”

he said, pointing at a menacing snake-like shape rearing up
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behind them. Harry looked in that direction and did a double
take. The shrubbery was trimmed cunningly to suggest a
plumed head. And with the huge size—

“A Basilisk,” he shivered. “I guess this version is better than
the real thing.”

“I daresay,” Draco shrugged. “As an old Slytherin family, we
would be remiss without paying homage to the King of Serpents.”

The adults were laughing quietly at something. Harry had
missed it, and hoped they were not laughing at him. The path
widened, and passed along a flat-roofed building, elegant
with pillared arches and wide windows.

“That’s the Orangerie,” Draco told him. “We have parties
there sometimes. Its very nice in summer, especially. The reg-
ular greenhouses are further to the east. Look! You can see
the end of the pitch!”

The boys walked a little faster, and caught each other’s eye,
wishing they could tell the adults to get a move on. Said adults
were dawdling unconscionably, chatting and smiling, not under-
standing the urgency of the situation. The boys were nearly
treading on their heels, bursting with impatience. Narcissa
noticed them, and kindly moved aside to let the boys run ahead.

“There’s the broom shed! Come on, Harry!”

The brass-bound door was flung open, and Harry followed
Draco into a sturdy stone structure that seemed too solid and

spacious for the word “shed.” Motes of dust danced in the light

from long, narrow windows. Chests and wardrobes were scat-
tered through the room. A rustic oak table occupied the center of
the room, with benches on either side. A large fireplace, ancient
in design and black with soot, was the room’s principal feature.

“It's a nice place to sit and warm up in chilly weather. Some-
times, one doesn’t want to wait to walk all the way back to the
house.” Draco was standing in front of a cupboard, prying
at the latch. Hissing in annoyance, he gave up, and glanced
around for his father. “The really good brooms are in here.”

“So they are,” drawled his father, entering the shed, “but for
today, these will do.” He opened a weathered chest of pale,
carved wood, and pulled out one, two, three brooms. Looking
up, he asked, “Are you sure you wont join us, Severus?”

“I really don’t—" Snape began sourly, before catching the
look of immense disappointment on Harry’s face. “—wish to
spoil your idle pastimes, Lucius. If | must, | must.” He accepted
Lucius sly smile and a fourth broom with ill grace.

Harry followed the others out of the shed, stumbling over
the threshold as he examined this new wonder. He hoped he
wouldn’t make an utter fool of himself. They didn’t look much
like any brooms of Harry’s previous acquaintance. Sleek,
swept-back, and polished like fine furniture, these looked like
they could fly by themselves.

Madam Malfoy was settled into a luxurious lawn chair, com-

plete with cushions, flowered shawl, and a little table at her
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side, where a stemmed crystal goblet held something pale and
cool. She smiled and waggled her long, bejeweled fingers at
them, plainly thinking that she had made the better choice.

“Doesn’t your mother fly?”

Draco lowered his voice, “She thinks it’s silly. She teases
Father about it all the time when she thinks | can’t hear. She
calls quidditch players ‘overaged schoolboys with delusions
of godhood.” It's sour grapes, | daresay. My friend Pansy’s
mother told her that before they were married, Father took
Mother flying and she sicked up all over him.”

Harry grimaced. “How romantic.”

“I think it's awfully decent of him not to mention it when
she’s on one of her anti-quidditch rants.”

“He must like her very much.”

A shrug. “Of course.”

The pitch was a huge open space, with three hoops of varying
heights mounted perpendicular to the ground at either end. They
looked like the things children used to blow bubbles, though Harry
refrained from saying so. He had read a bit about quidditch in his
father’s dog-eared book, and knew something about quaffles and
snitches. It would be nice to see the real thing, but for today, he
would be satisfied with simply getting off the ground.

“Now, you two! Over here!” Mr Malfoy ordered. “Lay your
brooms on the ground.”

Hesitantly, Harry obeyed, looking quizzically at Professor

Snape. He was rewarded with a smirk and a raised brow.

“I have done this before, Father,” Draco whined.

“Harry, however, has not,” Lucius reproved him. “It won't
hurt for you to review the basics. You'll all start this way at
Hogwarts, and | want your first flying lesson to go well.” He
looked around at Harry, who was waiting by his broom. “All
right. Now put your hand over it and say ‘Up!”

“Up!” Draco commanded, rolling his eyes.

“Up!” Harry echoed.

To everyone’s surprise, the double sound of broom handles
smacking into small hands sounded nearly as one. Draco smirked at
his own success, and then called out, “Look, Father! Harry did it, too!”

Lucius paused to take a closer look at the smiling dark-
haired boy. “So he has. Well done.”

“I did it my first time, too,” Draco boasted to Harry. “I expect
you'll be a very good flyer like me.”

“Very well done, indeed,” Snape offered his quieter praise
to Harry. “Not many succeed so quickly.” I certainly didn't, he
remembered sourly. I can only hope the boy wont become a
quidditch hooligan like his father!

Lucius gave the two boys another considering look, and
said, “Next, grip the broom in both hands and swing a leg over.
And don't go haring off, Draco!” he added.

There followed a brief inspection, in which Harry was

taught how not to slide off the end of his broom. His hands
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were arranged in the proper position. Then, Mr. Malfoy went
over to Draco, and with a stern look, adjusted his son’s grip,
muttering, “I've told you about this! If Hooch is worth anything
at all, she won't let you get away with it. Now remember!”

Draco nearly heaved a great sigh, but seeing his father’s
expression, stopped instantly.

Satisfied with their preparation, Lucius stepped back. “Now,
push off from the ground firmly, then hover. Next, gently, tilt your
handle toward the ground and descend again. Go!”

Harry thought that magic had ceased to surprise him. The fol-
lowing few seconds taught him how wrong he was. He was up
in the air, moving slowly, looking down at the ground. He found
that he could make the broom stop and go, merely with small
changes in his posture. It was amazing. It was even better than
his red bicycle. Seeing them all watching him, he dipped his
broomstick to the ground, and drifted down lazily. Draco was
dismounted and leaning on his broom, so Harry followed suit.

He could hardly hear Mr Malfoy’s measured approval, or
Draco’s excited remarks. His head was spinning with joy. He
could fly! With a broom, he could go—anywhere! He could
soar with the birds, visit mountain peaks, cross the English
Channel. It was the greatest experience of his life. He stared at
the broomstick, eyes huge, blood pumping in his ears.

“Harry!”

“Sir?” Harry looked up to see Snape looming over him, smirking.

“We were waiting to see if you wanted to fly around the gardens.”

“Oh, yes! Sorry!”

Everyone was waiting for him. Mr Malfoy had drawn on
some smooth black leather gloves. Harry remembered vaguely
that some expert flyers always wore them. He forced the goofy
grin off his face, and tried to pay attention to his host.

“I'll lead. Draco, you're next, and Harry—follow Draco. Don't
press too close behind him. Try to keep two broom lengths
between the two of you at all times. Severus, you go last and keep
an eye on the boys.” With easy grace, he was on his broom and
up in the air, curving smoothly toward a maze of hedges. Instantly
Draco was after him, fumbling with his grip for a moment.

Harry was so flustered that he tripped over his broom. Glad
that the Malfoy males had not seen it, he glanced back apolo-
getically at Snape, who gestured him skyward. A push against
the ground and he was aloft, leaning forward to catch Draco
up, easing back when he was the proper distance. He looked
over his shoulder, and was reassured to see Professor Snape
following him, a black shape stark against the bright blue sky,
robes billowing like storm clouds.

They started out at a mild pace, swaying slightly as they
curved around the marble steps leading down to a reflecting
pool dotted with waterlilies. Harry glanced down and saw
a shimmering likeness of himself briefly flash past. A green

fragrance filled the air, and they were over the herb garden,
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looking straight down at an ancient sundial, green with age,
guarded by spears of larkspur. Picking up speed, they twisted
over an intricate knot garden, and then were back among
the topiaries. Draco looked back and grinned at him. Harry
grinned back and dared to put out a hand, fingers brushing
the basilisk’s plume. Below, a white peacock shrieked in alarm.

“Hands on the broom, Potter!” called Snape.

Harry nodded, and obediently resumed the grip Mr Malfoy
had shown him.

But Lucius had no such reservations himself. He dropped
suddenly over a field of wildflowers, and plucked a handful of
rose madders and purple loosestrife, blue cornflowers, and
snowy meadowsweet. Draco dove after him and managed a
rather bedraggled bunch of yellow goatsbeard. Harry gulped
and followed, yanking up a tall pink cosmos, roots and all.
Embarrassed, he thumped the plant against the broom handle,
shaking off clumps of dirt.

“Now—this is a test of accuracy!” shouted Lucius. He led
them faster now, back toward the pitch. Harry wondered how
he would throw his ungainly stalk of flowers through a hoop.
Instead, they went up, up, and then quickly down, down,
toward the silken, cushioned comfort of Narcissa Malfoy.
Harry wondered what was coming next.

Draco glanced back and shouted, “Come on, Harry! My

mother likes flowers!”

Faintly, Harry heard Snape protest, “I think this is a really bad id—'

The air pressed agdainst Harry’s ears and they swooped low
over their resigned target. Lucius was only two yards away when
he threw his missile. A rustic bouquet exploded over Narcissa,
and she managed a game smile, brushing petals out of her hair.
Lucius pulled up and Draco dove in, not nearly as close. Yellow
blossoms bounced around her. She flinched as one splashed
into her wineglass, and another fell down into the front of her
robes. Then Draco was gone, leaving Harry to follow.

“Sorry, Madam Malfoy!” he shouted, and rather gently
threw the cosmos plant her way. She caught it and waved, still
fumbling with her neckline, and Harry pulled up so sharply he
nearly did a roll. Straightening, he flew after Draco. Professor
Snape called something down to the hapless victim, and she
called something back, but Harry was already too far away to
hear. At least she didn’t sound angry.

One, two, three, four, they sped away from the pitch and
toward the orchard. Ancient apple trees, gnarled and gro-
tesque, seemed to reach out to catch at them. Instead of flying
over them, Lucius led them in a twisting path around thick
trunks and past knotty branches. In the dappled light, it was
harder to see where he was going. Up ahead, boughs swayed
and rustled. Lucius had something red and round in his hand.
Draco grabbed at a branch and missed, and then grabbed

again a little further on. A brief tussle and a parting, and a fan
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of leaves swung back, brushing the top of Harry’s head. An
apple? Could he pick one on the fly?

More glad than ever for his new contacts, he focused on
the way before him, trying to spot the flashes of red among
the dark foliage. Then there was a tempting glimpse of yellow
nearby, and Harry snatched at it, feeling a smooth shape in
his hand. Yes! An apple: a nice, ripe golden one. Harry had
always liked them—when he could get them.

Very pleased with himself, he flew after Draco, not daring
to look behind him to see how the Professor was faring.

I hope were not going to throw these at Madam Malfoy!

Behind Harry, Snape was preceding rather more sedately.
He flew to a promising tree, found a decent specimen, and
picked it carefully. Polishing it absently on his robes, he flew
after Harry, hoping that Lucius would grow bored with his
game. It was a decent enough way to teach flying, he sup-
posed, briefly amusing himself by imagining the career of
Lucius Malfoy, Hogwarts Flying Instructor.

A pity ‘Malfoy’s dont work’, he thought, remembering
Lucius’ odious father’s contemptuous remarks when he heard
Snape’s future plans. If Lucius had been allowed a proper
career, or if he hadn'’t been so disgustingly rich, he might never

have got himself involved with the Dark Lord. And at that, it

had been largely Abraxas Malfoy’s doing. | wonder if Lucius

was ever allowed to think what he might like to do with his life?




It seemed unlikely. In Snape’s experience, rich purebloods
had their futures mapped out minutely from the day of their
birth. Lucius’ interest in a quidditch career had been ruthlessly
quashed by his father, who had chosen his son’s associates,
politics—and even his wife. Only if they threw everything over
in an act of rebellion, like Sirius Black, could purebloods strike
out on their own. And look how Sirius Black had turned out!

Flying conscientiously, Snape let his mind drift to Harry’s
father. In a way, James Potter had defied convention, too. If
Potter’s parents had not died untimely and left him master of
his fate, would he have dared to marry a muggleborn? Snape
rather doubted it. The Potters had the reputation of being
pleasant people, and would not have threatened death or
disinheritance, but they would have had many means of per-
suasion at their disposal if they felt their heir was in danger
of an unsuitable alliance. Potter had never pursued Lily seri-
ously until after the death of his father. If Guy Potter had been
a trifle more careful with that cursed music box...

It was a useless supposition. After all, he himself was hardly
living his dream. Never in his youth had he considered teaching.
He had liked studying potions, yes, and he and Lily had discussed
going away together as apprentices after Hogwarts, but once she
had cast him out, he was free to admit that his favorite subject
was actually Defense Agdainst the Dark Arts. He had topped it

every year without fail. The werewolf had been considered the

best of the Gryffindors in the subject, but Snape could say with
perfect honesty that Lupin was no real competition.

As a child he, Snape, had seen the red-cloaked Aurors in
Diagon Alley, and he had admired them and wished to emu-
late them. And yet, somehow once he was actually at Hogwarts,
Snape had found himself more and more marginalized and
pigeonholed as a future dark wizard. In his sixth year, he came
to understand that those in the positions of power, the ones
who admitted candidates to Auror training, were the very sort
of people whose children and grandchildren despised him and
spread ugly rumors about him. A few unfortunate meetings had
made it clear that his chances of a Ministry career as an Auror
were next to nil. It was a bitter disappointment, but he had had a
fallback plan: he would apply to Gringotts as a cursebreaker. He

would have done well at it, he was certain, but all these schemes

were flung into chaos by his dunderheaded pledge of allegiance

to the Dark Lord, who needed a potions expert and a spy.
Dumbledore—well—Dumbledore had needed exactly the
same thing. Snape’s panic-stricken confession to the Head-
master had led to years teaching a difficult and subtle art to
thick-headed and recalcitrant children. Snape eventually dis-
covered that he did not so much hate teaching, so much as
he hated teaching classes. Tutoring a gifted student could be
rewarding, but potions class was simply an exercise in crisis

management. He was convinced that teaching Defense could
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not possibly be so nerve-racking. Must his punishment for a
mistake made at the age of sixteen be a life sentence?

And yet, here he was, the Potions Master of Hogwarts,
chained for life to the position like a galley slave, it sometimes
seemed. He understood about the curse on the Defense
chair, and mourned it. Indeed, one of the chief reasons that
Dumbledore had believed that the Dark Lord was not entirely
destroyed was because the curse still lingered. Snape had
been somewhat skeptical, but it was true that Hogwarts had
not had a Defense instructor last more than one year since
the retirement of the famed Professor Merrythought. Snape
sneered to himself. Harry’s scar was new evidence that some-
thing of the Dark Lord still lingered. If he could find a way
to exorcise the Dark Magic from Harry’s scar, it might well
destroy that monster for good and all. Perhaps then Snape
would have a chance at the subject closest to his heart. And

then—perhaps then—teaching might not be such a burden.

(O T OTOTC)

“It must be different, living out here with nobody else for miles.”
Draco shrugged, and took another bite of his apple. The
boys sat under a chestnut tree, far enough from the adults to
have a private conversation. Their own tea was spread before
them: sandwiches and slices of treacle tart and a clear carafe

of ginger wine, sweating with coolness.

“We have lots of employees, of course. They don't live here.
They come and go, taking care of the gardens and the crops
and the stock. Back in my great-grandfather’s time, there was
a whole wizarding village of workers and their families past
the Great Barns. Greater Spellcombe, it was called. That was
before the Floo network was so widespread, you know. The
family grimoire is full of stories of the heirs having adventures
with children of the dependents.” His voice grew a little wist-
ful. “Sometimes they were quite loyal friends—for people of
that sort, you know,” he added hurriedly. “My grandfather
Abraxas cleared them all out when he inherited. He wanted
a bigger park for the flying horses. It all belonged to him, you
see, and he had the right to do as he liked.”

“It must have been sad, all the same, when all those people
were split up and had to go their separate ways.”

“I suppose so0.”

For a few minutes, the silence was broken only by the
munching of apples and the wind in the leaves. Now and then,
a laugh or a retort floated over to them from the three adults
seated in the shade of an arbour.

“I'm looking forward to seeing the horses,” Harry told him.
“I've never visited a farm before. I'd like to see everything.”

“No, you wouldn't!” laughed Draco, tossing his apple core at Harry.
“You don’t want to see the pigs! Or smell them. Sheep stink too.”

Harry tossed his own apple core at Draco. “Yes, | would. It’s
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all really interesting. | got to go to the zoo once, but this is better”

The boys applied themselves to the sandwiches and the
ginger wine, eating and drinking in comfortable silence.

After awhile, Draco remarked, “You did quite well at two-on-
two quidditch. | hope you're sorted into Slytherin. If we were
both on the house team, we’d win the Quidditch Cup for sure.”

“I'll end up where | end up.”

“In Slytherin you won't have to put up with riff-raff.”
“Draco—I am riff-raff—according to some people.”
“I's not like youre a mu—mu—muggleborn.”

Very seriously, Harry sat forward and blurted out what
was on his mind. “Draco, you know | can't listen to anything
against muggleborn students. You know | can’t. My mother
was muggleborn. Do you believe she should never have been
allowed at Hogwarts? | would never have been born. She was
a great witch, and she gave her life to protect me. | can't listen
to anything against her. How would you feel if someone said
something nasty about your mother?”

Feeling harassed and out of his depth, Draco snapped,

“Leave my mother out of this!”

Reasonably, Harry said, “I'm not saying anything against
your mother. | think she’s really pretty and really nice. | wish
I had such a nice mother. That’s not the point. If someone
insulted her, you'd stand up to them, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course, but—"

“It's just the same. | can’t let people criticise my mother.
When people sneer at muggleborns, they’re sneering at my
mother. What do you think should be done with muggleborn
wizards and witches? If they don’t learn to control their magic
at Hogwarts, muggles are sure to find out about us, and then
we’'d really be in trouble.”

“It's not safe,” Draco objected. “Who knows who they're tell-
ing about magic?”

“There are laws—"

“And even if the muggleborn students follow all the rules,
who's to say that their families would? How do we know who
they're talking to?”

“Okay. That’s a real problem. | don’t know much about it,
but we should find out. Maybe the families could be charmed
so they couldn'’t tell anyone else.”

“Dumbledore would never allow it. The man’s such a mug-
gle-lover. Father says he’s the worst thing that ever happened
to Hogwarts.”

“I've never met him, so | don’t know. Professor Snape told
me about some things that seem pretty odd. You know our
History teacher is a ghost? Professor Snape says his classes
are really dull and pointless. And | looked at the Muggle Stud-
ies book. It’s all wrong and out of date.”

“Who cares about stupid muggles?”

“Not all muggles are stupid, Draco. Some are really smart,
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and there are a lot of muggles. And they've got incredibly
powerful weapons. They could blow up all of London with
just one bomb. What if they found out about us, and dropped
a bomb like that on Hogwarts?”

“They do not! | refuse to believe that stupid muggles could
blow up all of London.”

“If you dont believe me, ask Professor Snape. He knows about
atomic bombs. The Americans used them in the Second World
War and destroyed a whole city in Japan with just one bomb.
And muggles have security cameras hidden everywhere. What
if a wizard apparated in front of one? If we don’t know what the
muggles can do, we can’t protect ourselves. | think muggle stud-
ies is really important, but the book | saw doesn’t have anything
important in it” He took a deep breath. “We can't have it both
ways, Draco. If the muggles are stupid and weak, we shouldn’t
have to bother with secrecy. If they’re dangerous, we should
recognize that and learn all we can about them.”

He helped himself to the treacle tart. It was very good.

“I don’t see why we should bother with a class, though,”

Draco complained. “The Ministry must have some muggle
experts. Let them keep an eye on the wretched muggles. |
wouldn’t want to for anything. | don’t hear you going on about
how wonderful it is in the muggle world.”

Sensing that Draco was hoping for sensational tales of

evil muggles, Harry thought about telling him about Dudley

F

and “Harry-hunting.” But no—it would make him look pitiful.
“There are some nice things, like films.”

Then he had to explain what a film was, and tell Draco about
James Bond and The Terminator and Star Wars and Indiana
Jones. It was tricky, since he hadn’t seen much of any of them,
but had heard them all repeatedly through the wall of his cup-
board. Draco allowed that seeing a play was good fun.

“We always go to the Theatre des Sortileges when we're in Paris,”
he bragged. “I's a pity we haven’t anything like that in England.”

“Why don’t we?” Harry asked. “That would be neat. I'll bet a
lot of people would like it. If there were a theatre—even a little
one—people could put on plays or give talks or play music. It
could even be set up to show good muggle films sometimes. |
know witches and wizards get together for quidditch games,
but it would be nice if there were other things, too.”

“There’s a batty old wizard named Beery who runs a place in
Upper Flagley that he calls the Wizarding Academy of Dramatic
Arts, but there’s no real theatre” Draco laughed, and suggested.

“Maybe that’s something you should do with all that Potter money!”

Harry shook his head, not sure why Draco thought he was
so rich. “I wouldn’t want to wait until I'm of age. It sounds
more like a job for your father!” He peered over at the adults.

“It looks like they’re done with their tea. Couldn’t we go see the
horses now?”

“Yes! Let’s!”
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Harry stared at the plate before him with some suspicion.
The sorrel soup had been delicious, and the table setting mag-
nificent, but now to eat—

“Peafowl, Harry,” Draco told him. “The peahens really taste
better. Peacocks can be a bit tough.”

Snape cleared his throat discreetly, and Harry glared at
him. The plate seemed innocent enough...

Actually, it was very appealing, with the aromatic sauce
and the artfully arranged vegetables. He took a wary bite.

“This is fantastic!”

Narcissa smiled at him warmly. Lucius did not smile, but his
face relaxed into an expression of benign satisfaction. The light
conversation about flying and brooms and horses resumed.

Harry ate happily, content to listen and think about his day,
still half in the air in his thoughts. He had to have a broom.

Of course, the Aethonians were magnificent: all glossy
chestnut coats and gentle dark eyes and enormous wing-
spans. Mr Malfoy had been very generous to help him onto
the back of one. It was not like a broom at all. Between his
legs, he could feel the warmth and aliveness of the creature.

Aethonians were spirited and full of independence.

eeee0®

“Philona here is the best-tempered of them,” Mr Malfoy had
said. “She’s not prone to bite or strike out.”

“She’s the one I'm learning to ride,” Draco broke in. “May |
show Harry, Father? Please?”

So, too soon, Harry had been eased from the wondrous
creatures’ back, and Draco took his place. The first powerful
downward beat of the mighty wings made him start, but in a
moment Draco was aloft for a brief, enchanting display.

“Not too long,” Mr Malfoy told him. “She’ll be edgy with
strangers about.” He told Harry, “Perhaps once she comes to
know you better, it will be safe for you to try to fly her.”

“I hope so, sir,” Harry said feelingly. “She’s amazing.”
eeee®e®

Harry dutifully ate his excellent vegetables. Professor
Snape was very strict about vegetables. Philona was a lovely
creature, but a broom—

Yes, a broom! Flying horses were super, but they were
something splendid and out of reach. He could hardly keep
Philona in the back garden at Number Four, Privet Drive, after
all. He could see it would take a lot of training simply to learn
to care for a horse, flying or not. And Hedwig might be jealous
of the time and attention a winged horse would demand.

But a broom was easy! Harry had taken to it right away. He

could keep his broom down in the storage space with his bicy-
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cle, or even in a corner of his room, ready to go at a moment’s
notice. A broom had no need for food and water and careful
training. A bit of polish, and there you are!

He smiled dreamily to himself, picturing Little Whinging far
below him as he zoomed at his own free will over England. He'd
stow some grub in his backpack, and take off on his own, stop-
ping where he liked, seeing the sights. As soon as he learned
how to—what was it?2—yes!—Disillusion himself, he was all set.
He could go anywhere, and Hedwig could fly along with him!

Imagining his future adventures, he hardly noticed the next
course, rousing himself only for the dessert, which Madam
Malfoy called Floating Islands. He smiled at her through the
radiance of candles and gleaming silver and the glittering
refractions of crystal. He smiled at the plate before him, imag-
ining himself rushing through the air, a cloud-capped island
far below, set in a wine-dark sea...

“I love magic,” he whispered.

TO BE CONTINUED...

H}r *

CHAPTER 3:
x« Look—Harry goes to school. There-

fore he exists legally. Thus the Dursleys

- can claim a child’s benefit for him. |

can'’t believe they would pass that up.

4" Also—yes, Snape’s first impression of Harry

is entirely different than in canon. He sees Harry

close to, and without his glasses. In canon, he sees him at
a distance, and the dark hair and glasses would be the

most notable features, thus heightening the resemblance
f to James Potter. Of course, Harry was also scowling at the
1) moment from the pain caused by Quirrell. Snape prob-
]) ably took that as a sign of hostility toward himself.
CHAPTER 7:
Yes, the “fish” line is adapted from the movie DOGMA.
CHAPTER 9:
A few notes: | wanted to deal with a few issues before the
story goes much farther:
First, | was surprised at how many of you said that | was
making you hate Dumbledore. | thought | was going pretty

easy on the old fellow. It is true that if you look very closely
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at all the things he’s doing, he’s not what | would describe as a
nice person. He is very much a user of people, and | think it’s
a scandal how little he cares about giving his students a good
education. | spent a lot of time a few months ago fuming about
how a great many of the wizarding world’s troubles are due to
Dumbledore. That said, the Dumbledore in this story is not a
thief and sincerely believes (though he may be wrong) that the
things he does are necessary to secure the greatest good for
the greatest number. My greatest reservation about him is that
he appears to believe that the ends justify the means. | think
the historical record indicates that tainted means pretty much
always produce a tainted result. However, it would be difficult
to argue that the wizarding world has much regard for history,
if the presentation of the subject at Hogwarts is any indica-
tion. | don’t want to write an essay on how Dumbledore let the
wizarding world down. I could, but we’ve heard it all before.
Many of you were also pretty appalled at James and Lily’s
bad money management. Be careful about taking Snape’s
thoughts about them for gospel: he is not capable of putting
any but the worst construction on anything James Potter ever
did. To be completely fair, | believe that 1) they were rightly con-
vinced that defeating Voldemort was the most important thing

they could do. 2) There was no reason to be cheap, because if

Voldemort won, it was the end of the British wizarding world.

Better for Harry to be poor than a slave—or worse. 3) Once

James had committed himself to supporting the war effort
financially, it was impossible for him, young, proud, and under
Dumbledore’s influence as he was, to draw the line when the
money started running low. 4) James, like many young people
who grow up in wealth, had no idea what it would really mean
to be poor. 5) Lily might have grasped the idea that they really
could die. James, however, had not, and believed that after
they defeated Voldemort they would be able to recoup their
losses, either through work or making a deal with Celestina
Warbeck to get the estate back.

CHAPTER 13:

To those who wonder about the emphasis on material
goods in this story, | can only say that if administering my
brother’s estate has taught me anything, it is that personal pos-
sessions sometimes matter very much for all sorts of reasons.
In this chapter, think of Snape, McGonagall, and Dumbledore
as archaeologists, learning about the inhabitants of the cottage
at Godric’s Hollow through the articles that belonged to them.

CHAPTER 1y4:

And about last chapter’s scream issue. Yes, I'm afraid it
really was rather a girly scream.

CHAPTER 16:

No, I'm not making the Malfoys “6ood.” I've never written

“6ood” Malfoys. However, I'm not interested in cackling villains.

I'm exploring the possibility that in a different situation, their
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behavior is capable of some modification. | also detest the
idea of eleven-year-old “bad guys.”

No, the Witch Hazel Fantasy did not contain witch hazel.
Hazelnut mousse. Love it.

CHAPTER 17:

Alert readers will notice that | change certain canon details
in this chapter. Yes, | meant to.

I've had so many interesting reviews about Harry’s finan-
cial situation. Evidently, it's something that people strongly
empathize with. Yes, the idea of an orphaned Harry with lim-
ited means is disturbing, which is why | wrote it. However, |
have had some very good remedies suggested. A number of
you have brought up the whole issue of Harry receiving pres-
ents or bequests. It’s clear to me that Harry’s mail must have
been held or otherwise tampered with over the years, because
there would certainly, at the very least, have been birthday
and Christmas cards. | will give the issue some thought, and
try to find a way to incorporate it. And yes, childless witches
and wizards might well name him as a beneficiary. Very true.

And then there is the issue of whether an eleven-year-old
can genuinely be a “bad guy.” Some of you feel that Tom
Riddle was. | disagree, to a certain extent. An unbiased read-
ing of Dumbledore’s conduct to Tom in HBP shows absolutely
appalling neglect and a horrifying lack of empathy the part of

Dumbledore. Because he does not like this boy, Dumbledore

F

lets him go to Diagon Alley alone and unprotected. Hello?
Knockturn Alley, anyone? It’s clearly not a safe place, espe-
cially for the uninitiated. Tom is certainly a very disturbed
child, very much in need of help. Does he get it? Uhh—no.
Dumbledore “watches” him. What the hell $ood does that
do? Does he warn the Headmaster and the other staff that
they have a boy who kills animals and harms other children,
when it is clearly his duty to do so? Uh—no. Does he treat Tom
with the smallest bit of compassion? No—he terrorizes him,
undoubtedly fostering Tom’s obsession with being so power-
ful that no one else could harm him. Laume wrote an interest-
ing story in which Dumbledore behaves like the experienced
educator he pretends to be. It’s very ¢ood, and very illuminat-
ing. So, no. While Tom had g¢raduated to “bad guyness” by the
age of sixteen—and while | understand the arguments made

that he was already unsalvageable by eleven—I don'’t think

calling an eleven-year old a villain is justified. JKR giving him

a backstory displaying his “bad blood”—his rotten ancestry—
I find objectionable. It’s very hypocritical to depict the pure-
bloods as wicked and stupid, when the author herself seems
to feel that ancestry is usually (though not always) destiny. Yes,
Harry and Tom were both orphans, but Harry’s parents were
“éood” people, and Tom’s were not. Thus, | suppose, Harry’s
natural “¢oodness.”

And note that nowhere does anyone ever take a serious look
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at Tom’s upbringing and say,”Hey—that didn’t work out so well.
Maybe we should do something to protect magical orphans.”
Dumbledore clearly learned nothing (or perhaps he learned
the wrong lessons) from the debacle he witnessed. While fanon
is full of great ideas, canon is silent on the matter, and seems
to imply that Tom is sui generis, and that nothing needs to be
done institutionally.

CHAPTER 18:

There will be no slash in this story. There will never be slash in
this story. In fact, no ships of any tonnage will set sail in this story,
since | hope to deal with the Dark Lord before Harry confronts
the greater challenge of puberty. Harry Potter marries a brilliant
and exotic beauty when he’s thirty-three. That’s young enough.
If witches and wizards live so much longer, surely there’s no
bloody hurry. He did not go to school with his wife, and she
does not resemble his mother, because that would be creepy.
Besides, there’s no reason he shouldn’t have a bit of fun and see
the world before settling down to life as a worker bee. Nor do |
like the idea of Hermione rushed into marriage too early.

JOdel, who has given me a great deal of ¢ood advice and
encouragement about this story, holds that Abraxas Malfoy died
in Draco’s second year at Hogwarts, and that may be the reason
why Draco did not go home for Christmas (unpleasant upheaval
as the old man was dying). However, Lucius, as we see him at the

beginning of that year, appears very much in charge. | am postu-

lating that Abraxas was disabled in his last years, and Lucius had
assumed control of the family before his father’s death. Draco
always boasts of his father, not his grandfather. Abraxas was the
Malfoy who joined the family’s fortunes to those of Voldemort’s.
You might make the case that Lucius was in a similar situation to
that of Draco, having been brought up to follow the Dark Lord.
Not an excuse, of course, but a reason.

Harold Ancell has put together a very useful spreadsheet of
Harry’s child benefits, showing rates over time and cumulative
values. The Dursleys did quite well from Harry’s residence with
them. Then there are also the Guardian Allowance monies and
the tax breaks from having another dependent in the house.

CHAPTER 19:

I'm still thinking over aspects of the mail situation and the
Flamel connection. The whole Riddle thing, too, brings out some
interesting points. Obviously, many of you have already noticed
that Tom Riddle, while a gifted student and powerful wizard, is
somewhat lacking in—how shall I put it’—common sense and
logic. Part of his idiocy I put down to the creation of the hor-
cruxes, which seem to have unhinged him. Please take a look
at BajaB’s story Fair Trade to that effect. Very interesting indeed.
One issue | am currently wrestling with is the whole Chamber of
Secrets thing, and how a not-idiot Tom Riddle would make use

of it. Really, setting the basilisk on his schoolmates and nearly

getting the school shut down (thus sending him back to his
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lovely orphanage) was not the best-thought plan. (I'm also enjoy-
ing Niger Aquila’s Rectifier, in which an AU Tom Riddle, who was
straightened out in his schooldays, travels to our universe to join
the fight against Voldemort.)

CHAPTER 20:

My unkind dismissal of Herbert Beery and the W.A.D.A. is due
to the fact that we never hear of it except in passing in Beedle
the Bard. In the seven books, no one ever mentions them, which
suggests that the theatre school is not a very successful venture.
Compare the silence on Beery and the W.A.D.A. to the many ref-
erences to quidditch and the wizarding wireless in canon. The-
atre is expensive, though, and maybe all Beery needs is a large
infusion of cash. Certainly the small size of the wizarding world

would indicate that theatre is not a viable career for more than

a handful of people, at the most. In fact, | suspect that the Wyrd

Sisters have day jobs. How many gigs could they possible have

in a year? Hogwarts doesn’t even have a yearly dance!
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