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    1. Chapter 1
  

  
    Title: The Art of Self-Fashioning

    Disclaimer: J. K. Rowling and associates own these characters. I
    am writing this story for fun and not profit.

    Warnings/Content notes: Angst, canonical child abuse, animal harm
    in the first chapter, AU, violence, gore, torture, gen (no pairings)

    Rating: R (for violence)

    Subject: In a world where Neville is the Boy-Who-Lived, Harry
    still grows up with the Dursleys, but he learns to be more private about what matters
    to him. When McGonagall comes to give him his letter, she also unwittingly gives
    Harry both a new quest and a new passion: Transfiguration. But while Harry
    deliberately hides his growing skills, Minerva worries more and more about the
    mysterious, brilliant student writing to her who may be venturing into dangerous
    magical territory. Ravenclaw!Harry, Mentor!Minerva.

    Author's Notes: This is going to be a fairly long story that will
    update every Thursday. The first few chapters will take place in Harry's childhood
    and first year; then it will skip ahead to his fifth year. It's heavy on the angst
    and gore, but heavier on the magical theory.

    The Art of Self-Fashioning

    Chapter One—Into the Silence

    Harry tried, once.

    There was a teacher at the primary school that he really liked. Mrs. Jute seemed
    to see into everyone and everything. She knew when people were copying their homework
    off each other, and she knew when someone was playing a game instead of paying
    attention in class, and she even stopped Dudley and his gang from bullying Harry a
    few times.

    And she had even laughed when Harry turned another teacher's hair blue. So Harry
    thought he could trust her.

    He told her about the Dursleys. He told her about the cupboard, and when she asked
    in a faint voice, "What else did they do to you?", he told her about the yelling and
    the way Dudley beat him up all the time, not just those few times she was there to
    see. He told her about the chores and not getting enough to eat.

    Mrs. Jute bent down in front of him, in the end, and pressed his hand with hers.
    She looked as if she was going to bite someone's head off. Harry knew the expression
    from Aunt Petunia, but he'd never had someone do it for him.

    "It's wrong, what they did to you," Mrs. Jute told him quietly. "We'll make sure
    that someone takes you away from there. I'll go, right after school."

    And Harry believed her.

    

    He realized, later, how stupid that was, when the caseworker came to the house,
    and Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia turned her around so easily. They just
    told her it was lies and jealousy, and that Harry didn't have any friends and Dudley
    did, so he'd made up lies to get Dudley in trouble. They showed her Dudley's second
    bedroom and told her that it had all the toys Harry had broken in his rages. They
    said sadly that they'd tried to discipline him by giving him some chores, but it
    didn't work, and they'd been terribly repaid for their kindness.

    So the caseworker left, and after that, Mrs. Jute looked at Harry with pity and
    tried to talk to him about his "anger issues." But no one else ever believed him.

    And the yelling got worse, and even though Uncle Vernon never hit Harry, he
    threatened to all the time, especially when Harry found himself on the roof
    of the school building after running from Dudley.

    Harry learned something from that: the things which mattered most to you, you
    never told anyone, because it wasn't safe and it wouldn't change things anyway.

    

    Harry was weeding the garden one day when he heard a faint cry. He looked around,
    thinking for a second it was another kid Dudley had beaten up. That was the way Harry
    sounded sometimes, when they'd been kicking his ribs.

    But instead, the grass moved, and something small and black came out of it. It was
    a black kitten, Harry saw, with no white on it. And it had green eyes, like his. It
    sat down, and stared at him, and cried.

    Harry immediately poured some water from the hose into a small dish that he'd been
    using to water the most delicate flowers. The kitten lapped like it hadn't had water
    for days. Harry sat there and watched it. He knew the feeling, after hours of being
    trapped in his cupboard.

    He hadn't ever met something as thirsty as he was.

    He wouldn't have done it for himself, but he sneaked into the house when Aunt
    Petunia was in the back garden gossiping with one of the neighbors, and stole a bit
    of bread and some of the roast that they were going to have that night. The kitten
    ate it so fast that it almost choked, and Harry had to stroke its back. Then it
    curled up next to him and purred so loudly that Harry was more worried about that
    attracting attention than he was about the crying.

    He managed to keep the kitten hidden all that day when he worked in the garden,
    and then he smuggled it into the cupboard. He got food that night, and he shared it
    with the kitten, and when he was let out to go to the loo, he smuggled water back in
    his cupped hands. Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon and Dudley were all watching the
    telly. No one noticed as Harry held out the water to the kitten, and it lapped and
    lapped again, and got the floor wet, and rolled on its back to bat at the hanging
    edge of Harry's jeans hem.

    Harry went to sleep that night with the kitten dozing on his stomach, and the
    purring enough to shake his mattress beneath him.

    

    It lasted three days.

    Then Aunt Petunia opened the cupboard earlier than she usually did, and found
    Harry feeding the kitten with smuggled fish. She screamed, and grabbed Harry. Then
    Uncle Vernon stormed into the cupboard, and grabbed the kitten.

    Harry, twisting furiously, got away from his aunt, and rushed after Uncle Vernon
    as he carried the crying kitten towards the door. He almost got there in time. Then
    Aunt Petunia snatched him back again, and Uncle Vernon was outside roaring about
    "Filth!" and "Freaks!" Harry heard the kitten cry one last time.

    It was more like a scream.

    Harry didn't know exactly what happened, but Uncle Vernon came in with blood on
    his hands and yelled in his face for ten minutes, and Harry learned something else:
    animals were better than humans, but you'd better not show off that you liked them,
    either.

    

    Uncle Vernon was sitting at the table one night and talking about someone he
    worked with at Grunnings who could never keep the orders straight. Harry was cooking
    dinner, a new chicken recipe that he had to be careful with because the spices were
    tricky.

    Uncle Vernon knocked back yet another glass of alcohol and said, "So then, I said,
    'What you want, Drummler, is a fine boy like Dudley. Not that pack of girls
    you have. The more time a man spends around girls, the more girly he gets.'
    Well-known fact." He swallowed again and nodded to Aunt Petunia. "And what do you
    think Drummler said to that?"

    "That it was untrue because you're prissier than anyone else he knows?" muttered
    Harry.

    

    Harry sat in his cupboard later nursing the burns on his hands from where Uncle
    Vernon grabbed the meal away from him and the bruise on the back of his neck. Uncle
    Vernon grabbed him there, too, just like he did with the kitten.

    Uncle Vernon yelled at him so loudly and shook him so much that Harry actually
    missed most of his words. But he knew what some of them were. Harry was a freak and
    ungrateful and a brat and if he ever, ever did something like that again,
    then he would find out where people Uncle Vernon didn't like went. Because Vernon
    Dursley knew people and he could make those people know Harry, too.

    Harry had a lesson that didn't disappear when the burns and the bruise did: you
    can be sarcastic all you like, but keep the words inside. They can't do anything
    about what you think, but they sure can about what you say.

    

    Harry blinked and pushed his glasses up his nose. He couldn't believe that
    those were his marks. It wasn't like he had never been interested in school
    before, but this year, he had been really interested. They had new teachers who were
    more passionate about all sorts of subjects, even maths, and Harry had done well.

    It was a new experience, to have people smile approvingly at him, and he had
    worked harder probably because he wanted more of it. Harry shrugged. He still knew
    that good marks could get you important things. Great jobs and good money and
    admission to university. He would need those things if he ever wanted to get away
    from the Dursleys.

    He went home daydreaming. He hadn't done that in a long time, and that meant he
    wasn't as careful about hiding the evidence of his good marks as he should have been.
    Dudley found it, and took it to his parents, and Aunt Petunia came out to Harry where
    he was digging a new flowerbed for her roses.

    

    Harry rubbed his hands. This time, the thorns had stung him when Aunt Petunia spun
    him around and started telling him off for cheating. That was the only way she
    thought he could have got such good marks, cheating off Dudley.

    And now he was on no food for three days, and then bread and water for a week.

    Harry leaned his head back and stared up at the spiderwebs hanging from the
    ceiling of the cupboard. He thought for a second about the things he'd learned about
    spiders in school. How they spun webs and laid their eggs.

    Then he looked away. He might need good marks to get away from the Dursleys, but
    how was he going to get them if he starved to death before he got out of Privet
    Drive? He would just have to wait, and hope that by the time he and Dudley went to
    different schools, his aunt and uncle had changed their minds. Maybe Dudley would
    make lots of rich friends and be good at games, and so they wouldn't care anymore
    that Harry made better marks.

    And he learned a lot about lying with his face and his body, because of the new
    lesson. You could be intelligent all you liked, but you had to keep it hidden. There
    were too many people who would assume the wrong thing because Harry the Freak just
    wasn't that smart.

    

    Harry spent a second wishing his clothes weren't so bad. Then he shook his head
    and walked into the new bookshop that had opened a short distance from the
    Dursleys.

    The woman who was putting some books on the shelves turned around and looked at
    him. She had short brown hair and small round glasses, and Harry tensed for a second,
    because she looked like a teacher. But he didn't think she would report him just
    because of that, so he cleared his throat and said, "Hullo. I saw a sign in the
    window. It said you were looking for part-time help."

    "You're, what, ten?" The woman's voice was blunt, but not unkind. "You're too
    young to help me."

    Harry nodded, because he was ten, but he said, "I know that I can carry heavy
    boxes. And I can alphabetize books. And I know the neighborhood around here. I can
    take books to people if you want me to."

    The woman opened her mouth, and hesitated. Then she said, "Do you have a place to
    live, boy?"

    Harry flushed. He knew it was the clothes. But he tried to speak clearly when he
    said, "I do. I just really want to earn a little money. We don't have a lot." At
    least she would take that part as true because of the way he looked, too.

    "Hmmm." The woman picked up one of the boxes sitting on the floor beside her. "See
    about lifting that."

    It made Harry's arms sag, but he could do it. Of course he could, he thought. He'd
    had to carry heavier shopping on the rare occasions that Aunt Petunia consented to
    take him along to London or Surrey.

    "Well, now." The woman leaned back on the counter. "I wouldn't be able to pay you
    much, and it would be unofficial, you understand. I can't really hire people your
    age."

    "Even a little would help," Harry said, and tried not to smile too widely at her.
    It would probably make him look mental. "Thank you."

    

    It looked like it was all going to work out, until Aunt Petunia came into the
    shop, and made a fuss over Harry, and managed to imply to the woman, without actually
    saying it, that he was a bit touched in the head, that his family had plenty of money
    and he was just greedy. The woman's smile grew fixed, and she nodded them out of the
    shop.

    Aunt Petunia gave Harry a slap on the back of his head that made his ears ring.
    For the next week, he was in the cupboard whenever he wasn't at school. And then when
    it was the summer holidays, Harry was in the garden or the kitchen whenever he wasn't
    in the cupboard, right where Aunt Petunia could keep an eye on him.

    Harry learned something else, then. He could work, but lots of people probably
    wouldn't care about that. You might as well work on what you wanted to, and just not
    tell them. They would get loads of visible work out of you anyway.

    

    Harry learned a lot as a child, but not as much as he did on the day a week before
    his eleventh birthday, when a tall woman with a stern face and black robes knocked on
    the door, holding a letter in her hand, and introduced herself as Professor Minerva
    McGonagall.

  


  
    2. First Steps on the Path
  

  
    Thank you for all the reviews!

    Chapter Two—First Steps on the Path

    Minerva looked around with a shudder as she walked up the street towards what the
    letter claimed was the right house. Everything was—pale.

    Well, all right, there were flowers in plenty of the gardens, and some of the
    houses also had those small plastic decorations that Muggles seemed to be so in love
    with. Those were a gaudy red and orange and green, or sometimes blue or white.

    But to Minerva, the world was still pale without that patina of hovering magic
    that marked Hogwarts and Diagon Alley and even villages or houses where individual
    wizards lived among Muggles. There was an extra depth to the colors there. A
    resonance to the sounds. A feeling that she could turn around and see someone smile
    at her in a friendly way, which lasted no matter how hostile the wizard in question
    really was.

    (Minerva had been somewhat disconcerted to notice that feeling of "home" persisted
    even when she was at Severus Snape's house in Spinner's End, an experience neither of
    them wanted to repeat).

    As she raised her hand to knock on the door, she wondered if perhaps the lack of
    magic was a sign that Harry had turned out a Squib. Then she bit her lip and told
    herself not to be stupid. He wouldn't have received a letter in that case.

    The door opened at once. A small boy looked up at her through glasses that he
    threw back with the motion of his head rather than pushed back with his finger.

    Minerva found her voice had deserted her. She could only stare. His eyes were
    exactly the shade of Lily's as McGonagall had last seen them, distant and glazed and
    no longer recognizing her.

    "Who are you?"

    His voice wasn't rude, but it had the same odd lack of resonance as the whole
    neighborhood. McGonagall told herself that wasn't his fault. Any magical child
    growing up in this environment had probably been stifled.

    Old anger made her voice probably sharper than it should have been as she replied.
    It wasn't the boy's fault, Merlin knew. Everything had simply worked out so
    unfairly. "My name is Professor Minerva McGonagall. I know you probably know
    all about magic, but since you grew up with a Muggle family, I thought it best for me
    to come and introduce myself."

    The boy simply stared at her. Now that she looked more closely, Minerva saw James
    in his shaggy dark hair and even the shape of his hands—Seeker's hands, most likely.
    But neither of his parents had had that pale skin, or that sharp, wary gaze.

    James as he was. Not as he is.

    Minerva swallowed again, and started to ask if the boy would rather that she left
    the letter and went away, but that was an unacceptably cowardly response for a
    Gryffindor. She substituted, "I suppose that your aunt and uncle already explained
    everything?"

    "Explained what."

    It wasn't a question. And as Harry—he must be Harry, although how unlike the
    cheerful, bouncing baby she had met a few times—turned and stared back into the
    interior of the house, Minerva knew why there was no magic here. One didn't
    consciously express and spread around what one didn't know one had.

    Her wand appeared in her hand as a large man charged in from another room that,
    from the glimpse of the table around the corner, was probably the kitchen. Minerva
    warned herself to be careful. She hadn't become as gentle and forgiving as she should
    have after years of peace. The war-instincts were always there, getting her ready to
    cast at sudden movements—or transform.

    But then the man roared at Harry, "Who is this?" His gaze went to Minerva's robes,
    before he straightened up and yelled, "FREAK!"

    Not so unneeded, after all. Minerva ignored the urge to Transfigure
    him into something more aesthetically pleasing, and waved her wand at an
    ugly vase standing on a shelf instead. "Commuto fideliam felim!"

    The vase blurred and struggled for a moment, and then a black cat was crouched on
    the shelf, tail lashing. The fat man shut up. Minerva smiled. She had found that a
    bit of unexpected animal Transfiguration was almost always effective at doing
    that.

    She glanced down at Harry, who was watching with wide eyes. He didn't look
    frightened, though, despite his apparently total ignorance about things that should
    have been his rightful heritage. His eyes were wide with glee.

    "Now," said Minerva. "Neither of us are freaks. I am Professor Minerva
    McGonagall of the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, and I came to take
    Harry to the shops in Diagon Alley." She glanced at Harry, who didn't seem able to
    look away from the cat, for some reason. "It seems that I will need to explain magic
    to him and the war and who his parents really were, as well."

    "Those freaks," said a woman's voice. Minerva turned to see who else
    needed a lesson.

    There was an incredibly thin woman in the kitchen doorway, with a boy so fat
    behind her that he looked like a couch she could sit on. Minerva studied the woman's
    face, but ended up shaking her head. She had known Lily had a sister. No resemblance
    was visible, though.

    "I told you not to call us that," said Minerva, pleasantly.

    "I'll call you whatever I like!" The woman's voice was so high-pitched that it
    reminded Minerva of some bats she'd caught. "My bitch of a sister, the way she was
    always talking—and to think we have to have it in the house—"

    "Commuto felim leonem."

    She probably shouldn't have done that, Minerva conceded, as black twisted into
    gold fur and the lion leaped from the cracking shelf to land in between her and
    Petunia. It was childish. It was undignified. It could be classed as
    Muggle-baiting.

    But as the lion roared in his aunt's face and she staggered back, fainting, while
    the fat boy behind her ran shrieking away and the fat man followed him, Minerva
    happened to glance down at Harry Potter.

    His face was so alight with joy that she would have forgiven herself far worse
    transgressions.

    

    Professor McGonagall had taken Harry to a small café—a Muggle café, he
    knew now—to eat lunch before they went to Diagon Alley. She'd also set up a spell
    around them that she said would keep people from knowing they were talking about
    magic. Harry ate a sloppy sandwich with so much bacon on it that it kept coming off.
    It was the best lunch of his life.

    And Professor McGonagall had said she would answer his questions. Harry had
    lots of them.

    "If I can do magic, why can't I do the things you do?"

    Professor McGonagall gave him a faint smile and patted at the corners of her lips
    with a napkin. Harry tried to imitate her. He knew his table manners weren't the
    best. Aunt Petunia told him that all the time.

    If he was snatching food off the table in a desperate attempt to eat it before
    they took it away, of course his manners wouldn't be the best. But he didn't have to
    worry about that here.

    "Because you don't have a wand," Professor McGonagall said. "Transfiguration is an
    extremely advanced branch of magic, one that most adults need extensive training in
    before they can achieve the effects I did." She bit the inside of her cheek once.
    "But I must impress on you, Mr. Potter, that in most cases, one can never use magic
    in front of Muggles. I did it only because it was a special situation and I thought
    your relatives were already aware of magic."

    "They were. I wasn't."

    "I know. I'm sorry."

    Harry cocked his head, then nodded. She was offering an apology that he thought
    was acceptable. It didn't sound as though she was full of pity for him, which was
    something he'd always hated.

    "So I won't do magic in front of Muggles. But I did some things, like turning one
    of my teachers' hair blue."

    "Yes." Harry knew Professor McGonagall was hiding a smile, although he only knew
    that because of how closely he was looking at her. He thought she was pretty stern a
    lot of the time. "That is called accidental magic. Children wield it in moments of
    extreme emotion, without wands. When they receive their wand and start their
    training, at Hogwarts or another school—or sometimes with their family alone—then
    their accidental magic usually calms down."

    Harry thought carefully about what he was going to say next. He didn't want to
    show too much to Professor McGonagall, who was probably going to be sympathetic, but
    might—do things that he didn't want her to do.

    "I've had plenty of times when I felt something extreme. And my magic didn't do
    anything."

    Why couldn't I save my kitten?

    "That would be the lack of training. The discipline at Hogwarts will teach you how
    to cast spells when you want to, and with what effects you want, instead of
    relying on what is essentially a chaotic mixture of power, will, and desire. You may
    have been powerful enough emotionally at the moments when you wanted something to use
    magic, but not magically powerful enough. Or your feelings may have been more
    powerful when you were younger than they are now, although they wouldn't seem so
    because your awareness of your own wishes has increased. For example, I've seen
    babies able to summon a favorite toy to themselves, but they haven't been able to
    will their own nappies clean, even though they cried harder in the second
    circumstance than the first."

    Harry didn't like the comparison of himself with a baby, but he knew enough to be
    able to keep quiet about that, too. He traced his finger over the table for a second,
    and then asked, "What can you do with Transfiguration?"

    Professor McGonagall smiled. Harry had to smile back. She reminded him of that
    enthusiastic maths teacher at primary school. She really seemed to love it when
    someone was interested in her subject.

    "Change objects into animals, as you saw. Change animals into other animals, or
    objects into other objects. Animate objects for various purposes. Change
    yourself into an animal, as I can." Professor McGonagall looked around as if
    to make sure that her privacy spell was holding, and then she leaned towards him and
    lowered her voice anyway. "I can change myself into a cat. I will show you later, if
    you like, when we are in magical surroundings. It's not the sort of thing I would
    want to risk in front of Muggles who know nothing about magic. I've already bent the
    laws enough as it is."

    "I'd like to see that," Harry said at once.

    His mind was humming and buzzing. He was wondering about other things.

    Could I change objects into animals to defend me? Or keep me company? Could I
    change my nails into claws so I could scratch Dudley? Could I turn the doors in the
    house into monsters so they would leave me alone?

    He didn't think it would be a good idea to ask all those questions aloud. Besides,
    he had others. "You said something about a war earlier. What war?"

    "Someone should have checked up on you!" said Professor McGonagall
    passionately, and Harry flinched a little. But she calmed down almost immediately, so
    he didn't think she was upset at him.

    "There was a war that began when your parents were still young and in school,"
    Professor McGonagall said at last. "There was a Dark Lord—a wizard who practiced evil
    magic—and proclaimed himself and his followers superior to all other wizards.
    According to him, people with any kind of Muggle blood, or Muggleborns—"

    "What are they?"

    "Wizards or witches with two Muggle parents. There are people with one magical
    parent, others with two, but there are also many others with Muggle family."

    She paused. Harry thought she was going to say something about his
    supposedly Muggle family, but Harry stared silently back at her and thought as hard
    as he could, I have no family.

    Either Professor McGonagall could read his thoughts, too, or she had drawn her own
    conclusions about Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon, because she said in a choked voice,
    "And people who have two magical parents, or who have had magical ancestors for the
    past several generations, often refer to themselves as pure-bloods. They think of
    themselves as superior. They formed a large part of this Dark Lord's following."

    "Why?"

    "Which why? Why did they follow him or why do they think themselves superior?"

    "Both." Harry wondered if he would always have to clarify what he wanted to know.
    She ought to realize he didn't know anything about this world—this world that should
    have been his—so he would have a lot of questions.

    Professor McGonagall just nodded instead of getting upset, though, so he supposed
    he hadn't sounded that rude. "They think of themselves as superior because
    they're more distant from Muggles, who they see as clumsy, rude, and ignorant.
    Muggles are deliberately kept ignorant of our world, of course, by order of
    the government, but that distinction seems to escape many pure-bloods."

    Harry grinned.

    "And they think of Muggleborns, who often don't know anything about magic until
    they get their Hogwarts letters, as sharers in that same inferiority." Professor
    McGonagall shook her head, a few strands of hair escaping from the tight bun at the
    back of her head. "I can't represent their perspective fairly, I think, since I
    fought against You-Know-Who." She seemed to sense the question this time before Harry
    asked it, because she added, "The name most people give this Dark Lord. He was so
    feared that people created aliases for him. They also call him
    He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named."

    "What's his real name?"

    Professor McGonagall shuddered a little, but said, "Lord Voldemort."

    Harry thought for a second, then said, "That sounds stupid. I think I'll just call
    him Dudders. After my cousin."

    Professor McGonagall gave a full-throated laugh, of the kind that Harry didn't
    think she often gave, just based on his impression of her so far. A second later, she
    clapped her hand over her mouth with a guilty motion. Harry smiled at her again. He
    liked her, and not just because she was the first magical adult he'd ever met. She
    was just—nicer than other people.

    "Well, I would advise you not to use it in many contexts, because others won't
    understand." Professor McGonagall cleared her throat a bit primly and returned to her
    story. "So You-Know-Who amassed many followers together. He promised to get rid of
    Muggleborns, and he promised those who followed him power and the chance to torture
    others. That was enough for many to turn to him. Others followed out of fear."

    Even more like Dudley. But that might have given Professor McGonagall too
    many clues about the Dursleys, so Harry only nodded and asked, "Is he still
    around?"

    Professor McGonagall shook her head, and her face took on a bit of awe. "He was
    defeated when you were one year old. He attacked a family called the
    Longbottoms—pure-bloods, but they'd fought against him instead of joining him. Both
    Frank and Alice Longbottom, who were parents to a single baby boy, died under
    You-Know-Who's wand. But somehow, no one knows exactly how, that baby boy, Neville
    Longbottom, survived You-Know-Who's most powerful spell, the Killing Curse, with only
    a scar on his forehead. And You-Know-Who vanished."

    Harry blinked. It sounded fantastic to him, but, well, there was magic in
    the world. "So he's a hero?"

    Professor McGonagall smiled. "Yes. He's called the Boy-Who-Lived, and honored in
    our world. He's your age, in fact. He'll be attending Hogwarts with you. You might
    end up friends."

    Harry was more interested in something else right now, though. "So my parents died
    in the war, too?" At least it was a lot better excuse for leaving him with the
    Dursleys than the nonsense stories the Dursleys had told him.

    And Professor McGonagall stared at him, and spoke the seven words that changed his
    life forever.

    "But, Mr. Potter, your parents aren't dead."

    

    Minerva had never once thought…

    He didn't know about magic. She should have thought of that. But still, she would
    have thought that his relatives had simply told him some ridiculous story about why
    his parents weren't around now. She had never thought they would have told him James
    and Lily Potter were dead.

    "What do you mean?" Harry whispered. His voice was so small, and his eyes fixed on
    the remains of his lunch as if it might lash out at him.

    Minerva controlled the temptation to reach out for him, and instead balled her
    napkin up on her lap. She would have to remove the spell soon, or the Muggles would
    begin to wonder why no one was sitting at this table. But she did manage to say,
    "This isn't the best place for that discussion. Perhaps we'll get some ice
    cream?"

    Harry nodded. Minerva canceled the spell, paid the bill when the apologetic,
    muttering waiter rushed over to them, and then followed Harry outside, keeping a
    close eye on him. Harry was stumbling. He stood in the street and turned back and
    forth as if he had forgotten what other people looked like.

    Minerva steered him firmly to a small shop that sold so many different favors of
    ice cream she dithered, making up her mind. By the time she chose chocolate with
    vanilla swirls, Harry seemed partially recovered. He got pure chocolate, and followed
    her to a small outdoor table where Minerva raised a more secure privacy charm.

    "Tell me." Harry hesitated a second later, and then softened the stark words with
    a politeness Minerva suspected didn't come naturally to him. "Please."

    Minerva sighed. Her first instinct was to conceal part of the truth so as not to
    wound him.

    But looking into his eyes, she doubted he would forgive her if she did that. She
    had already altered his world with careless, blunt words. The only thing she could do
    was go on with similar bluntness and hope that would make up, in some sense, for the
    failures of others.

    Including myself. But the Wizengamot, who had briefly discussed the
    matter because of inheritance and James having no Potter relatives left, had seemed
    so satisfied to place Harry with his Muggle family that Minerva had thought no more
    of it.

    "Your parents were also attacked," Minerva told him quietly. "Not by You-Know-Who,
    however. Followers of his—they are called Death Eaters—pure-bloods named Bellatrix
    and Rodolphus Lestrange. They tortured your parents with a particularly painful curse
    known as the Cruciatus. Your parents went insane from being held under it. They are
    long-term residents in the wizarding hospital, St. Mungo's."

    "Were they weak?"

    He is not going to be a Gryffindor. Minerva could at least conceal her
    sadness, though, and give him what she had to give. "No. They each spent more than
    ten minutes under it. Two minutes is usually enough to permanently maim
    someone, or kill them."

    Harry nodded, his eyes bright. "What were their names? I mean, their full names? I
    know my mum's name was Lily, because sometimes my aunt yelled it at me."

    I am going to do something. "Your father's full name is James Charlus
    Potter—Charlus after his uncle. Your mother's middle name is Joyce, I believe. After
    her mother."

    Harry inhaled as if he was breathing in the scents of a whole garden full of
    roses. "Will you take me to see them?"

    Minerva had to blink back her tears. He won't be a Gryffindor, but he's as
    brave as one. "If that's what you want. The sight of them is—hard."

    "You've visited them?"

    "A few times." To Minerva's further shame, she hadn't gone in the last year. It
    was so hard to see those bright, vital students of hers reduced to staring and
    mumbling wrecks. But shame shouldn't have prevented her from doing what was right.
    "I'll take you this afternoon."

    Harry nodded and finally swallowed some of his ice cream, a full mouthful that he
    almost slurped from the bowl. Minerva thought of correcting his table manners, and
    refrained. Not today.

    "What happened? I mean, why did they get attacked?"

    "Your parents were war heroes," Minerva said softly, her mind full of the past, of
    James Potter dueling Rabastan Lestrange to a standstill on a crowded battlefield and
    Lily darting out to rescue two fallen Order of the Phoenix members before she
    Apparated away with them. "You-Know-Who hated them for their defiance of him. Also,
    your mother was Muggleborn, and I already told you that he hated them on
    principle. James represented the pure-bloods who wouldn't follow any Dark principles,
    especially after he married Lily. And so, You-Know-Who sent some of his most powerful
    followers after them."

    "How did they get in? Aren't there security systems that keep magical homes
    safe?"

    "Yes," Minerva replied, and tried not to twitch. "You and your parents were under
    one of the most powerful protective enchantments of all, the Fidelius Charm. That
    involves someone else promising to keep the secret. As long as that person is
    faithful, the secret can't be wrested from them, even under torture."

    Harry sat up, and his eyes were cold as Minerva had never seen Lily's. "So someone
    willingly betrayed them?"

    Those were the eyes of someone who had been betrayed multiple times, Minerva would
    wager. She nodded. "They trusted the wrong person. They had a friend, Peter
    Pettigrew, who had been with James for so long that I think James believed no one
    could turn him away from their side. But Pettigrew was a Death Eater in secret. When
    James and Lily told him their location, he went straight to You-Know-Who and revealed
    it, and he passed it on to the Lestranges."

    "Is Pettigrew in prison?"

    "Perhaps better than that," said Minerva, and smiled for just a moment, before she
    remembered what else that containment had cost them, and winced. "He's dead."

    "How?"

    "Your parents had another friend," said Minerva, and stared blindly at her ice
    cream until it stopped swimming in her vision. "Sirius Black. I suppose you would
    say—he was a sort of blood brother to James, closer to him than anyone. He was your
    godfather. Originally, your parents were going to use him for the Secret-Keeper, but
    they thought You-Know-Who would suspect him because he knew all about James and
    Sirius's closeness. So they switched to Pettigrew instead, and…

    "Sirius knew what had happened the instant he saw your parents lying on the floor.
    He turned and took off, bellowing about Pettigrew, and we couldn't guess where he
    went in time. He tracked Pettigrew down and dueled him. It was so grim and ferocious
    that they both died."

    Minerva had to fully close her eyes this time. She'd had to identify Sirius's
    body, and Pettigrew's, too. So many of her students dead, she'd stood there with
    ashes in her throat, even as the rest of wizarding Britain sang and danced in
    celebration of the end of the war.

    "Does he—does he have a grave I can visit?"

    No need to ask which of his parents' old friends Harry meant. Minerva forced her
    eyes to open, her lungs to breathe, her world to go on. She had a lot of practice at
    that. "Yes, he does. We held a funeral for Sirius a few days after the duel, and
    although he'd been estranged from his family for a long time—they followed
    You-Know-Who and I believe abused him—his brother Regulus placed a gravestone for
    Sirius. It's in Godric's Hollow, where your parents lived."

    Harry nodded as though he was committing the information to memory. He probably
    was. He was the most serious and solemn little boy Minerva had ever met. "I see." He
    slurped some more ice cream. "Can we go? I want to see everything."

    

    And they did.

    Harry had a series of images in his head. They flashed past him, and he knew he
    would remember them forever, long after the other parts of the day had become nothing
    more than unimportant connecting corridors he walked down.

    First, they went to St. Mungo's. There, Professor McGonagall had to argue with
    some wizards in green robes for rather a long time over whether they could see his
    parents at all. Then Harry had stepped forwards and whispered, "Please, let me see
    them. I never knew them."

    One green-robed witch gave a choking gasp and nodded, then ran off. As they walked
    further into hospital, Harry looked at Professor McGonagall for an explanation. She
    gave a small, uncomfortable smile, and said, "You have your mother's eyes."

    Harry had never known that. He looked around when they were escorted into the
    Janus Thickey ward, and he immediately saw the woman who had green eyes. She was
    sitting on the edge of a bed, staring at her feet. She had red hair—Harry had never
    known that, either—and she wore a shapeless robe.

    "Lily?" Professor McGonagall's voice was very gentle. "I've brought Harry to see
    you. Your son." She touched Harry's shoulder.

    Harry didn't need a push. He went forwards. He felt as if he were floating,
    walking in a dream.

    His mum looked up. Her eyes were wide and glazed, and seemed to look a little past
    him. She blinked and struggled and reached out with one hand that shook. Harry took
    it carefully, holding it even when he thought she would pull it away. It was cold and
    dry, and she had chipped nails.

    His mum cupped his chin and looked at him, then looked away with a murmur of,
    "Slytherin green."

    "What's Slytherin?" Harry asked Professor McGonagall. He didn't need to ask to
    know that his mum didn't recognize him. That was okay. There was already a savage
    determination growing in Harry. Something he was going to do.

    "One of the Houses at Hogwarts. All students are organized into them, and you'll
    be Sorted into one of the four at the start of the school year." Harry knew from just
    hearing the word that "Sorting" was important. "Slytherin is—a House that
    has a somewhat unfair reputation for producing Dark wizards. It was You-Know-Who's
    House, and the one many followers of his came out of, as well."

    "So my parents weren't in it."

    "Well, no. But there is—a large bias against Slytherin that is not exactly fair.
    Slytherin's defining traits are cunning and ambition. It doesn't mean that everyone
    who's in it is evil."

    Harry didn't care. He wasn't going to be in it. "What House were my parents in?"
    He looked around for his dad, but didn't see him yet. Maybe he was in the
    bathroom.

    "Gryffindor." From the way Professor McGonagall smiled and her voice warmed, Harry
    had no difficulty in guessing what her House had been, too. "The House whose
    colors are red and gold. And whose defining traits are bravery and chivalry. It was
    mine, too." She paused. "I am the Head of Gryffindor House."

    "That's mine, then."

    "Do not attempt to force yourself into the mold of your parents, Mr. Potter. They
    would not want that."

    Harry didn't answer, partially because his father was coming out, and his dad
    wore glasses. Just like him. His hair was messy. Just like Harry's.
    Professor McGonagall introduced them, but Dad, although he shook Harry's hand, seemed
    even less likely to recognize him than Mum. He sat down on the bed, heaved a great
    sigh, and started talking in a mumbling stream. His mouth shook, so sometimes drool
    ran down his cheek. Straining his ears, Harry could make out "brooms" and
    "Sirius."

    The other reason Harry didn't answer was because no one had ever tried to force
    him into the mold of his parents. The Dursleys had tried to force him out of
    it, although Harry hadn't realized they were doing it at the time.

    If Harry wanted to be like his parents, that was his right. The right he
    hadn't even known he had.

    

    Second, Professor McGonagall took Harry through an uncomfortable, squeezing kind
    of teleportation—she said it was "Apparition"—and they landed in front of a grave.
    Harry started forwards. He supposed it was an ordinary sort of graveyard, with
    silence and benches and tombstones everywhere, but then, he'd only sometimes seen one
    on telly or read about it in a book, so he wouldn't know.

    The grave was a big, green mound. There was a carved stone at the head of it. It
    bore everything in capital letters except the last line:

    SIRIUS BLACK

    3 NOVEMBER 1959-1 NOVEMBER 1981

    BELOVED FRIEND

    TOUJOURS PUR

    He died trying

    Harry looked in silence at the stone, and at the grave beneath it, where his
    godfather slept. He noticed there was a tied bunch of flowers lying next to the
    stone; they looked like roses, except they were black. He turned around and pointed
    silently at them, looking at Professor McGonagall.

    "Black roses," said Professor McGonagall. She had her cloak wrapped around her, as
    if she was cold. "Conjured flowers. I believe his brother leaves them on a regular
    basis."

    "What do the words on the grave mean?" Harry stared at the dates and calculated in
    his head. Sirius Black was almost twenty-two when he died.

    Harry had sometimes doubted whether he would ever live to be twenty-two years old,
    himself, but for an adult, it seemed so young.

    "He was your father's best friend," Professor McGonagall murmured, voice almost
    lost beneath the rising wind. "And close to your mother, too, before the end.
    Toujours pur is French—the motto of the Black family. It means 'Always
    pure.'"

    Harry smiled a little. "But he wasn't always pure, was he?"

    He was viciously proud of that. It was like the opposite of the emotion he had
    felt when Uncle Vernon killed his kitten. His father had been the "wrong" kind of
    pure-blood, and so had his godfather. That was great. Harry didn't want anything to
    do with insane Lord Dudders and his pure-blood scum.

    "No, he wasn't." Professor McGonagall hesitated once, and then added, "I'm not
    sure what the last words mean. Regulus had them added. Maybe he means that Sirius
    died trying to do the right thing."

    "Killing someone?"

    "Well—the Blacks do have a certain reputation, Mr. Potter. For being pure-blood,
    yes, and fanatical followers of various Dark Lords, but also for having obsessive
    tendencies to the point of insanity. It is perhaps, fitting, from a Black point of
    view that Sirius died the way he did."

    Harry ran his hand down the stone. "He was in Gryffindor, too, wasn't he?"

    "Yes. The only Black in Gryffindor ever. The rest of his family was all
    Slytherin."

    Harry said a silent farewell and hello to the godfather he'd never known, and made
    a silent promise. He wasn't going to be in Slytherin, no matter what happened. He
    supposed he had some traits that might make him fit there. He was cunning, or at
    least smarter than the Dursleys. They only won because they could simper and they
    were stronger than him. And he had an ambition, born in him the minute he understood
    what had happened to his parents.

    But he wasn't going to be a Slytherin. He wasn't going to be a pure-blood—although
    he probably couldn't anyway, since his mother had been Muggleborn. At least if he was
    understanding Professor McGonagall right.

    He was going to exist to be a bother and a pest to the people who had tortured his
    parents into insanity and killed his godfather. And when he got older, he was going
    to be much worse than that.

    Professor McGonagall cleared her throat. Harry turned around, presuming she wanted
    to leave. He went still when he saw her offering him a conjured bunch of white
    flowers.

    "Lilies," she said. "For—your mother."

    Harry nodded, and turned, and placed them carefully on the other side of the
    grave, opposite the black roses. Then he turned around and they left.

    He thought he caught a glimpse of a tall dark-haired man, in a cloak and robes
    like Professor McGonagall's, watching him from the far end of the graveyard. But when
    he turned his head, the man had turned and strode on. And then they Apparated away,
    so Harry didn't get the chance to make sure.

    Well. If the man was an enemy, Harry intended to be ready for him in the
    future.

    

    Third, they were in a wand shop, and Ollivander was trying Harry with wands.

    Harry tried wand after wand. Ollivander named their woods and cores as he handed
    them to Harry. He seemed particularly hopeful with a holly wand, but none of them
    worked. The oaken wands almost shook themselves out of Harry's hand. A blast of cold
    air blew across the shop when he handled a rosewood wand, but that didn't seem to be
    the result Ollivander wanted.

    Finally, Ollivander turned around, looking harassed, and gave Harry a larger wand,
    announcing, "Ash, dragon heartstring, thirteen inches, unyielding. If this one
    doesn't work, we'll see about the—"

    Harry had already felt a surge up his arm, welcoming and toothy at the same time,
    like Professor McGonagall's Transfigured lion trying to lick his face. He waved the
    wand. A white puff of smoke shot out and became a mouse running across Ollivander's
    counter for an instant before it turned back into smoke.

    Ollivander clapped his hands and cackled with glee. "Yes, yes, that's exactly the
    one! And extremely powerful in Transfiguration, if I do say so myself."

    "Mr. Potter is wise enough to wait to learn Transfiguration until he has
    had some training," Professor McGonagall snapped.

    Harry touched his wand, and smiled.

    

    Fourth, Harry was back in Privet Drive, lying on the bed in Dudley's second
    bedroom for the first time in his life, watching the sunset out the window. Professor
    McGonagall had had some quiet but extremely vicious words with Uncle Vernon and Aunt
    Petunia, and they had moved Harry up here and then retreated with mutters. Harry lay
    there, kicking up his heels and looking at his wand and at all the books he had
    bought at Flourish and Blotts. Professor McGonagall had said they were his birthday
    present from her, especially all the ones on Transfiguration, even though they'd gone
    to his vault at Gringotts and it looked like Harry had plenty of money.

    Professor McGonagall had strictly warned him not to use his wand outside of
    school. That could get him expelled from Hogwarts. Harry had agreed eagerly. He had
    plenty to read, anyway, and that was what he most wanted to do now.

    Because he had figured it out.

    Transfiguration was powerful. Professor McGonagall had said so. Ollivander had
    said that Harry had a wand particularly suited for Transfiguration.

    Magic could do lots of things. And that meant magic should be able to heal his
    parents.

    Obviously, it couldn't just make the Cruciatus Curse never to have happened. But
    Harry had thought of something he bet would work.

    It would take training. And time, and study. Professor McGonagall hadn't actually
    got around to showing him her cat form; Harry didn't blame her, with all the other
    things that had happened. But she had said it took her a long time to become that
    kind of witch.

    Harry would take the time. He would study everything. He would get to know things.
    He would Transfigure objects and animals until he was good at it. He would read
    all the books. He would make sure that other people didn't know what he was
    doing, because they would probably try to stop him.

    And in the end, he would Transfigure his parents' brains back to the way they
    should have been. They would be normal and healthy, and he would have them back
    again.

    Harry nodded in determination, and picked up the first book, and began to
    read.

  


  
    3. Starting Fights
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    Chapter Three—Starting Fights

    "This is the place."

    Harry stepped out of the car and looked around, nodding. This was King's Cross
    Station, where Professor McGonagall had told him to come. And when he turned his head
    to the side and sort of relaxed his eyes for a little, looking at what was there
    instead of what he expected to be there, he could see the hurrying people in robes,
    with owls in cages.

    Harry put a hand on his own wand, concealed in his pocket, close to his hip. He
    would do what was necessary to fight for his parents, and that included being on the
    alert for people who might try to harm him.

    He'd read books on magical history, including recent history, in the past month,
    too.

    "We don't want you back over the holidays. Hear me, boy?"

    "Yes, Uncle Vernon."

    Honestly, they matter so much less than they did, Harry thought, as he
    began to walk towards where Platform 9 ¾ must be. He would still defend himself from
    the Dursleys if he had to and get his revenge on them someday, but they just weren't
    as important as his parents. He didn't think they ever would be again.

    Harry wandered up and down dreamily for a little while, thinking of what would
    happen when he Transfigured his parents' brains, how his mum would look at him with
    recognition and his dad would make sure he had the best glasses. Then he looked
    around and noticed there wasn't actually a Platform 9 ¾ anywhere.

    But once again, all he had to do was look, and he saw the people in robes with the
    owls in cages. Three of them waited until most people other than Harry were looking
    elsewhere, and then ran straight at the barrier between Platforms 9 and 10. He saw
    them sparkle for a moment, stars seeming to leap to life around their bodies, before
    they just disappeared.

    That was it, then. Harry strolled after them, and he had to wait even less time
    for people to look away, because he didn't have an owl or anything strange like that.
    And he had practice in getting people not to look at him. He was just the freak, the
    Dursleys' unwanted nephew.

    That's going to help when I'm at Hogwarts, though. Everything Harry had
    read told him that Transfiguration was dangerous and nothing he wanted to do had been
    attempted before. If he knew teachers at all, that would make them feel that they
    ought to "protect" him for his own good.

    But they couldn't stop him if they didn't know about him and his plans.

    When Harry came through the barrier, he did stop and gape. The Hogwarts Express
    was a giant, scarlet steam engine, and it was so loud and busy with people rushing
    around and clutching their hats and trolleys and hugging each other and yelling at
    each other that it made Harry's head feel hollow.

    He shook that head determinedly a minute later, though, and walked on, into the
    middle of the billowing steam and the noise. He didn't want to pause or slow down.
    The train might leave without him! He'd barely been able to persuade the Dursleys to
    bring him on time. Uncle Vernon had probably only agreed because it meant he'd be
    gone for ten months.

    Once Harry got on the train, it was less crowded and quieter, and people ignored
    him. They all seemed to be looking for their mates or their siblings. Harry slipped
    into an empty compartment near the back and settled in with his trunk and his
    books.

    

    "Who are you, then?"

    Harry looked up. A few people had peered into the compartment as the hours went
    by, but they'd all left again when they realized they didn't know Harry. Harry had
    bought a few Chocolate Frogs from the lady with the sweets, first because he was
    hungry and second because he wanted to know how the enchantment on them worked.

    But these people didn't seem to be leaving. Two of them moved to the sides as if
    they wanted to block the door. Harry slipped his wand into his hand. He knew bullies
    from watching Dudley and his gang.

    This time, though, he would be allowed to use the spells that he couldn't practice
    all summer. Harry had read about some of the defensive ones until his head was
    buzzing with information and flicked his wand until his muscles knew the movements by
    heart.

    "Are you mute? I asked you a question."

    The one in the center was blond and swaggering. He wasn't as fat as Dudley, but
    Harry thought that was the only real difference.

    "Why should I introduce myself to you when I don't know who you are?"

    The blond boy blinked, and then shook his head. "You ought to know who I
    am. I'm Draco Malfoy. Lucius Malfoy is my father."

    Harry would have laughed, but he thought he wouldn't stop. Malfoy's name had been
    in the most recent history book he'd read. He'd been a Death Eater. Oh, he'd said
    sorry after the war and claimed that Lord Dudders had him under something called the
    Imperius Curse, but Harry doubted that. It was like when Vernon flattered his bosses
    and then complained about them behind their backs.

    Harry wanted to say something about exactly how little worth he put on the Malfoy
    name. But this Malfoy had two large boys with him. Not worth it.

    "My name is Harry Potter." No one would know his name, Harry was sure. He wasn't
    famous like the Boy-Who-Lived.

    But, to his surprise, Malfoy started and stared at him. "The one with the parents
    who need help to use the loo?"

    Harry didn't plan it. He was on his feet and across the compartment and he had his
    wand pressed against Malfoy's throat before he thought about it. It just
    was. One minute here, the next minute over there. Malfoy began to choke.

    The two large boys started to swing around, pumping their fists into their other
    hands.

    "If you touch me, I'll turn him into a beetle and step on him." Harry didn't know
    if he could do that yet, but it was an interesting threat.

    And it made the two boys hesitate. It was probably the voice he'd used, Harry
    thought. And the stare. It was the calm voice and stare he'd used on the Dursleys
    during August. Even Uncle Vernon sometimes looked at Harry as if he didn't know what
    had happened to the boy he used to spend the day terrorizing.

    "You can't do that," Malfoy gasped. He was almost on his toes now. Harry's wand
    was in front of him and the compartment door behind him, and neither one was moving.
    "I'll tell my father! You'll be in so much trouble!"

    Harry laughed. The two boys stopped moving altogether. Malfoy looked as if he'd
    faint.

    "I live in the Muggle world," Harry whispered to him. "Your father can't do
    anything to me there. And he can't complain to my parents, either. Can he. I
    don't like you, Malfoy. I know who your father is and what he fought for. And I'll
    fight any Death Eater who comes after me."

    Malfoy reached up and made a little gesture. The two big boys opened the
    compartment door and took one, careful step back.

    Harry considered the kind of truce they were offering. Then he lifted his wand and
    stepped back, too.

    Malfoy coughed one final time and massaged his throat. He stared at Harry and
    shook his head. He didn't look frightened, anymore, but more disbelieving. "You're
    going to pay for that, Potter. You may not know how yet, but you will."

    "I told you what I'd do."

    Malfoy turned and walked away, tossing over his shoulder, "Crabbe, Goyle. Let's
    go. It's not like this one's going to be in Slytherin. We'll teach him and
    the other Gryffindors a lesson later."

    The boys, Crabbe and Goyle apparently, looked at Harry and cracked their knuckles
    meaningfully. Harry just smiled at them, then shut the compartment door. After a
    second, he tried the Locking Charm on it.

    The door seemed to snick more comfortably into the wall. Harry nodded and settled
    back down with his book, content to know that no one else would disturb him.

    

    "Firs' years! Firs' years over here!"

    The gigantic man calling Harry and the others was waving an equally huge lantern.
    Harry found it easy to follow him down from the train and to the lake, where people
    crowded into boats. Everyone seemed to be aiming for one where a brown-haired boy
    sat, his hands folded and his eyes on his lap. Harry wondered absently if that was
    Neville Longbottom.

    He ended up sharing with a blond girl who didn't talk, a tall boy with dark skin
    and a frown on his face, and a grinning sandy-haired kid who wouldn't stop
    talking. That actually made it easier. No one asked him his name. Harry just nodded
    and mumbled a few words of nonsense in response, and then turned and gaped along with
    the others when they sailed around the corner and Hogwarts came into view.

    It shone, Harry thought. It had so many windows and towers and turrets that it
    must have lots of places to hide. And the stone walls loomed, and Harry thought he
    could practice magic on them and never knock them down. He reached out a hand, then
    realized what he must look like and pulled it back to his side.

    "Are you okay?" That was the sandy-haired boy, looking at him in concern.

    I feel like I'm coming home. But then they would ask why Harry felt like
    he'd never been home before. Harry managed to smile. "It was just overwhelming,
    that's all."

    "Yeah, I know. Like it takes away your breath." The boy grinned at him and thrust
    out his hand. "Seamus Finnigan. My mum's a witch, and she told me all about it, but
    she also told me that I would still gasp when I saw it."

    "I didn't hear you gasp."

    Finnigan laughed cheerfully. "You were too busy gasping yourself, mate!" He cocked
    an eyebrow at Harry, and Harry decided that he could say his name. Finnigan didn't
    sound like the name of a Death Eater. Of course, if only his mother was a witch, she
    might be someone on the wrong side of the war who had married to hide her name.

    But probably not, not if she married a Muggle. "Harry Potter."

    "Heard of your dad," said Finnigan, and gave him an awkward pat on the back. "My
    mum says he was a good bloke. Sorry."

    "Yeah," Harry said softly. "Thanks."

    Finnigan turned to the other people in the boat and stared at them. After a
    moment, the tall boy shifted, said, "Blaise Zabini," and glanced away.

    The blond girl nodded and murmured, "Daphne Greengrass."

    Zabini's name was unfamiliar, but Greengrass was the name of an accused Death
    Eater family—one of the ones who had supposedly only donated to Lord Dudders instead
    of fighting for him. Harry made sure there was a little distance between them.

    "Well, there's probably two different Houses here, then," said Finnigan
    cheerfully. "My mum's third cousin to your mother's brother-in-law, I think,
    Greengrass. Or one of those things. I never bother to listen when she tells
    me about it. She says that your lot always Sort Slytherin." He ignored the way
    Greengrass was staring at him and turned to Zabini. "And you look like the kind to
    carry secrets with you into Slytherin."

    Zabini blinked, but didn't disagree with him. He only said, with a glance in
    Harry's direction that Harry didn't like, "And where you do you think Potter will
    be?"

    "Gryffindor, of course! With parents like his? Of course," Finnigan
    scoffed.

    Harry smiled. Zabini didn't look impressed, but Harry was starting to think he
    never did. And he didn't owe someone who would be in Slytherin anything.

    The boats slid into a dark tunnel and finally stopped at a set of wide steps.
    Everyone tried to pile out at once, except for Harry's boat. Finnigan was the one who
    hauled Harry out onto the steps at last and in between the dodging students, only to
    stop and gasp at something in front of them.

    Harry looked. Ghosts were swooping towards them, one of them with his head hanging
    off his neck. Another one looked like a monk. Harry stood there and stared at them.
    He wondered if his godfather had become a ghost, if there was some way he could speak
    to him.

    "Good to see you here, then!" The ghost with his head mostly gone nodded to them.
    "I hope to see you in my House. I was Gryffindor, you know."

    The monk-like ghost tried to say something, but Professor McGonagall stepped into
    view just then, holding a long scroll and looking even sterner than Harry had seen
    her when she visited him. Harry relaxed. Professor McGonagall only had to look around
    and say, "Silence," once. Then everyone was silent. Harry caught a glimpse of blond
    hair from the side and hoped that Malfoy was cold and uncomfortable.

    "I will escort you into the Great Hall," said Professor McGonagall. "You will
    place the Sorting Hat on your heads, and it will tell you your proper House. I will
    call your names in alphabetical order, so maintain it." For an instant, her
    eyes lingered on someone behind Harry, as if she thought they would disrupt the order
    if they could. "Be ready."

    She turned around then, and Harry stood there and listened to the beat of his
    heart. He wondered how many names down the list his own would be. Maybe there would
    be a balance and he would be right in the middle, the way someone with a P-name
    should be. That would make more people forget about him.

    It occurred to him abruptly that Finnigan had never said where he would be Sorted,
    and he glanced at him. "Where are you going?" he whispered.

    Finnigan winked. "Gryffindor. No doubt. With the way my mum was?"

    Harry wanted to ask how his mum was, what it was like to grow up with magical
    parents or at least one, but the doors swung open in front of them then, and they
    walked into the Great Hall.

    

    Minerva told herself sternly that shaking hands, at her age, were simply a girlish
    habit, and she straightened her chin and turned sharply away from the
    first-years to her scroll. She had seen Harry among the others, looking too calm. And
    there was a Malfoy this year, and the Boy-Who-Lived. She was more anxious about where
    this lot of first-years would go, which ones would be hers to care for during the
    next seven years, than she had been for a long time.

    Pretend that boarhound of Hagrid's is after you. That always calms you
    down.

    It did this time, too. Minerva pictured scratching the brute's nose during the
    Sorting Hat's song, making it as detailed in her head as she could, and her voice was
    steady when she read, "Abbott, Hannah!"

    The blond girl who wavered up to the stool and put the Hat on was predictable.
    Minerva smiled when the Hat sang "HUFFLEPUFF!", and would have applauded along with
    the rest, but she had a list of names to read.

    "Bones, Susan!"

    Minerva stood back and nodded as she watched the others come up. She smiled when
    the Brown girl became her first Gryffindor. Minerva had known members of the Brown
    family for most of her life, and while—Lavender, she thought the girl's name
    was—would be the first Gryffindor among them for some years, she was upholding a fine
    tradition.

    The rest of the Sorting seemed to hurtle past, towards the one that Minerva most
    awaited—or perhaps awaited secondmost, beyond seeing where Harry would go. There was
    only one hitch, with a girl named Granger, who sat beneath the Hat with her mouth
    moving in small argumentative ways for at least five minutes. Minerva cocked her
    head. At least once she thought she saw the word "Ravenclaw," but in the end, the Hat
    cried "GRYFFINDOR!"

    Minerva decided she would keep an eye on the girl. There might be some small
    problems with the girl settling in if she had a personality that the Hat had thought
    would make her work better as a Ravenclaw.

    On the other hand, that's what someone else might have thought about me,
    once.

    Then the moment came when she called, "Neville Longbottom!" and watched the rest
    of the Hall react to the name.

    "That's him?"

    "I thought he'd be taller."

    "Or less pale."

    Longbottom's face was indeed pale as he jogged forwards. But Minerva didn't think
    that was remarkable. She knew Augusta, his grandmother, would have kept him indoors
    at study and what little wand training he could have before his eleventh birthday as
    much as possible. Augusta had lost her son and daughter-in-law in one sudden evening.
    She was sure to try and cling to her grandson as much as possible.

    Once he was beneath the Hat, Minerva could see him sitting with his eyes closed
    and his fists desperately clenched. She sighed. She thought she knew where Longbottom
    wanted to go, but the Hat was taking even longer with him than it had with
    Granger.

    But finally, the Hat said "GRYFFINDOR!" And her table cheered, and Longbottom
    stood up and wobbled over in a way that showed how tense he'd been, and Minerva
    caught sight of Severus sneering from the corner of her eye.

    She resisted the temptation to sneer back at him when the Malfoy boy went into
    Slytherin at once. Of course. But the problem was, Severus would take the
    presence of the boy in his House as a triumph instead of the punishment Minerva would
    have considered it.

    And then came the moment when she found herself staring like an anxious parent, as
    the Sorting Hat lowered over Harry Potter's head.

    

    Ah, Mr. Potter. I see what you want to be. And I see what you are.

    Someone who can heal my parents? It hadn't even occurred to Harry that a
    Hat who could read his thoughts might be able to tell him whether he'd succeed at his
    task. Then again, he hadn't even known there was a Hat who could read his thoughts
    until he was here.

    The Hat paused. Harry didn't know how he knew it was doing that, but he did. Then
    it murmured, I can tell you that you are not suited for Gryffindor.

    Harry felt as if the Hat had told him he couldn't heal his parents, after
    all. Or at least that Sirius wasn't a ghost and Harry would never get to talk with
    him.

    But that's what I am. That's what they are. And isn't it brave to want to do
    something to heal them and bring them back? Give them their lives back?

    Harry was pleading as he had never pleaded with anyone since he was six. He
    realized it, and winced. At least no one else could hear this.

    You are brave. But Gryffindor is about more than bravery. It also relies on
    an—honesty that you do not possess. The Sorting Hat hesitated a second, and then
    added, Mr. Potter, in truth, of all the Houses, your nature would find its truest
    expression in Slytherin.

    No.

    Slytherin is not all evil, the Hat said in a coaxing tone. Their
    ambition can carry them to those heights, but also in other directions. Many great
    Healers and experimenters have come out of Slytherin. You could—

    No.

    You should think about other things than simply whether your parents would be
    disappointed in you. You are your own person. You have the right to a fate and a
    destiny that would make you independent of your parents, if that's what you
    wanted.

    NO!

    Harry could sense people staring at him. The Great Hall had been silent with each
    new name, because they probably wanted to hear which House they would be in, but now
    there were murmurs and whispers.

    That was the last thing Harry wanted. People who thought he was strange would
    spend time trying to figure him out, and then laugh if they discovered what Harry
    wanted. He had to hurry up and make the Hat choose Gryffindor.

    You can't make me do that. The Hat's voice was gentle. I can let
    students have options, but I can't simply place you in a House that's completely
    wrong for you. And I'll always suggest the one I think best.

    Slytherin wasn't an option, though, no matter what the Hat said. Harry struck out
    for second best. What are my other choices?

    Let me see.

    Harry thought the Hat was stalling for time, but then he felt it rifling through
    his head, as if his memories were being flipped like the pages of a book. A second
    later, the Hat emitted a soft whistling sound, although that was probably only in
    Harry's head, too. Well. You have a passion, don't you? And that passion is an
    intellectual one. Better be—

    "RAVENCLAW!"

    Harry whipped the Hat from his head as a table over to the left began cheering.
    Their colors seemed to be blue and bronze, and there was an eagle on the banner
    behind them. Harry marched over to them with his stomach churning as if he was about
    to throw up.

    He'd wanted to be like his parents. But if he had to, he would choose not to be
    completely unlike them. That was acceptable.

    People shook his hand and thumped his back when he came over to them. There was
    someone who introduced himself as "Prefect Fleamont Iverson, my grandfather knew
    yours, tremendous to have you, Potter," all in one breath, and several students in
    his own year who stared at him curiously. None of the ones he'd shared a boat with,
    though. Finnigan had gone into Gryffindor, as he'd cheerfully predicted, and
    Greengrass into Slytherin, and Zabini was still waiting to be Sorted.

    By the time Harry got some of his mental balance back, Zabini had been Sorted, and
    yes, it was Slytherin. Finnigan had been right about him.

    I wish he was right about me.

    Iverson stopped talking during the Headmaster's short, odd speech, but kept right
    on going after that. Harry listened because he didn't have a choice, even when they
    were eating mashed potatoes or thick ice cream that he thought would have kept
    Dudley's mouth gummed shut.

    "…we try not to say we're the best House, it encourages House rivalry, and the
    professors already have enough of that to deal with when it comes to Gryffindor and
    Slytherin, you know? Childish, they are. Never shut up about My Grandfather Married a
    Muggle this and But My Mother's Family Cut Ties With Muggles Nine Generations Ago
    that. But we do have the best marks. And we're the House where you can
    really study and be in school. The rest of them treat it like a social club,
    half the time. Well, the Hufflepuffs aren't bad. And a few of the Gryffindors
    recognize that we're here for a higher purpose than having fun. But you ought to
    see those Weasley twins, what a waste of potential, they could put their
    older brothers to shame if they only studied. And the Slytherins are counting on
    having their family connections leverage them into jobs instead of their marks. Not
    that most of them will have jobs other than sitting on their duffs and counting their
    Galleons. And then they come to us for help on exams and act like they're
    surprised. So it's the best House for being a good student, you see, which,
    after all, is what we're here for…"

    "You just said that we're not supposed to say we're the best House," pointed out a
    dark-haired student in Harry's year, who had introduced himself as Boot.

    Iverson flushed a little. "Yes, right. But when one looks at the
    Houses…"

    That was going to be one problem, then, Harry thought. They would notice if he
    didn't keep up his marks. And he had no intention of doing that. Keeping his
    intelligence hidden would serve him as well here as at the Dursleys. The professors
    would pay attention to students who impressed them, which meant they would figure out
    what he was doing. He would probably have to try to be an average Ravenclaw. There
    had to be a few.

    Harry glanced at the Head Table. The Ravenclaw Head of House, Professor Flitwick,
    was a small man who resembled the goblins at Gringotts. Harry thought he was the most
    cheerful of the bunch, bar perhaps the odd Headmaster. That might be a good thing.
    Happy people tended to see happiness everywhere and were easier to fool.

    There was Professor McGonagall, looking as stern as ever, and a man who wore a
    turban and looked prone to jumping at the mere twitch of McGonagall's robe. And there
    was a man next to him who had oily dark hair and who was glaring.

    At Harry.

    Harry stared back in silence for a second before he straightened his shoulders. He
    knew that kind of glare. It was the one the Dursleys always gave Harry. For existing.
    The man was a bully, someone who had decided he hated Harry already.

    "Who's that?" Harry finally asked when he could get a word in edgewise around
    Iverson's torrent.

    "That?" A second-year girl called Chang was the one who followed his pointing
    finger, and she shook her head a little. "Professor Snape, Head of Slytherin House.
    He teaches Potions. You don't want to get on his bad side."

    Harry half-smiled. The professor had turned away from him, back to his meal, but
    Harry already knew what was likely to happen. Professor Snape would try to bully
    Harry, for not being a Slytherin or being the son of Gryffindor parents or for some
    other reason, who knew.

    And Harry wasn't going to stand for it. He knew how to deal with bullies.

    They would be only one more obstacle along the path to his goals. If Professor
    Snape didn't bother him that much, Harry would ignore him. If he did, he would make
    sure that Snape couldn't injure him, the way he had with Malfoy.

    He thought again of his mother's glazed, blank eyes, the way his father could
    barely control his mouth.

    And all around him, the chattering and the possible alliances and friendships and
    politics he didn't know about faded into insignificance.

    What mattered more than the hell his parents were enduring?

    Nothing.
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    "Hi. We didn't really get introduced properly at dinner, with Iverson doing all
    the talking. I'm Terry Boot."

    Harry nodded and accepted his yearmate's hand. "Hello. Harry Potter." He moved
    slowly through the Ravenclaw common room, staring at the ceiling. It was painted with
    stars. Some of them seemed to shine softly, echoing points of light that gleamed off
    the bookcases and the tables and chairs scattered around the room.

    Harry carefully studied the tables, but had to shake his head. It would be hard to
    work on what he needed to work on, here. There was next to no privacy. Anyone could
    just walk up to you and ask what you were reading. Maybe the library would have more
    hidden corners.

    "Something wrong?"

    Boot was still close beside him. Harry wished he'd had more friends in primary
    school, so he would know how to talk to him now. "No. Just wondering how much time
    we'll actually get at these tables. The older students probably take up most of them,
    right?"

    Prefect Iverson, who'd been standing near one of the shelves showing some of the
    books to a first-year girl, immediately turned around and came over. "No, we're
    always fair, Potter, I promise. Professor Flitwick has a list of the popular tables
    and books on the wall, see?" He nodded towards one of the windows, and when Harry
    looked closely enough, he could see the parchment list hanging on the wall beside it.
    To be fair, it was easy to miss with how high the windows were and all the
    decorations. "That means people have a schedule for when they get to sit where and
    when they get to read the books. All you have to do is add your name to the list.
    It's impervious to Copying Charms and the like. And anyone who moves their name
    around or crosses someone else's name out gets a talking-to from Professor Flitwick.
    He's not very stern, but you don't want him disappointed in you. It's like
    disappointing a puppy dog. You ought to see his eyes—"

    Harry decided that if he ever wanted to know anything about Hogwarts, he could
    just mention a vaguely related subject to Iverson. And it was making an excellent
    distraction for Boot from Harry's lack of small talk.

    He decided he might as well bring up what he'd wondered about. "What about the
    library? Is it as nice as this?"

    "Not as nice. Nowhere near as nice. We've got the best common room,
    Potter, don't let anyone else tell you differently." Given that Harry was completely
    uninterested in comparing common rooms with the other Houses, all he had to do was
    nod solemnly and widen his eyes. Iverson charged on. "The library has all these
    darkened corners where the light's hard to come by. And the arrangement of the
    shelves is not logical. Here, all our books are in alphabetical order by the
    author's last name. The best way to do it, without a doubt. And the library is under
    Madam Pince. Disappointing her is a lot more painful than disappointing Professor
    Flitwick—"

    "Don't talk the firsties' ears off, Fleamont," said a tall, dark-haired Ravenclaw
    girl, stepping up beside Harry. She gave him a friendly nod. "I'm the other
    fifth-year prefect, Claudia Anorana. Come and see me if you ever need a map of the
    school. I had it memorized the first week I was here."

    "Oi, Claudia, you did not."

    "Perhaps you could show them their bedrooms before we argue about this?"

    Iverson flushed a little and nodded, leading Harry, Boot, and two other boys
    across the room to where a marble statue of a woman with clasped hands stood against
    the wall. Harry blinked at her. She looked familiar, and he assumed he must have seen
    her face in one of his books.

    "Rowena Ravenclaw, our House's founder," Iverson said proudly. The statue was
    already shifting aside to show stairs. "Up here are your rooms. This is where you'll
    spend your next year. The beds should already be set up…oh, good."

    Harry stepped into a room that was large and comfortable, decorated in blue and
    bronze like the rest of the Tower, and had a hearth with a merrily roaring fire off
    to the left. The beds were spaced evenly to the right. They were huge four-posters
    with curtains that could probably be pulled closed around them. Harry could see a
    door beyond the last bed. He supposed it led to the bathroom.

    "Your trunks are at the base of your beds. The beds have charms for comfort on
    them, but tell the house-elves if you have trouble. You can also drop your dirty
    clothes in the basket near the end of your bed, but if you leave them on top of your
    trunk, the elves will still come for them. The only thing is to make sure that you
    don't—"

    "Fleamont. Professor Flitwick wants us to report to his office with the
    other prefects."

    "Coming, Claudia," sighed Iverson as he walked back towards the door of the room.
    "She's a pain," he added over his shoulder, as if he thought it was a deadly
    important fact he had to impart right away, and then closed the door behind him.

    Harry found his bed, the second in line from the fire. The others all had animals,
    he noticed; there were empty birdcages near Boot's trunk and the tall blond boy's
    bedpost, and the other, shy-faced boy had a rat on his pillow that he sat down and
    promptly clutched for comfort.

    "You don't have a pet, Potter?"

    Boot seemed to assume they were friends now. Harry didn't bother to correct him.
    He shook his head. "I live with my Muggle aunt and uncle," he explained as he took
    out his books and began to arrange them on the table next to the bed. It unfolded
    into a small bookshelf. "They don't really care for animals."

    "But Potter's a pure-blood name."

    That was the blond boy, who had flopped onto his bed and stretched his arms out as
    if he wanted to hug his pillow. Harry glanced at him. "I didn't get your name," he
    said.

    "Oh! Sorry. Anthony Goldstein."

    "Michael Corner," added the boy with the rat. He had put it down and turned around
    to sit cross-legged on the bed, as if he didn't have to be as cautious around them
    now.

    "It's a name," Harry agreed. "But my mother is Muggleborn. And it's her Muggle
    relatives I live with."

    "What happened to your parents?"

    Boot made a large shushing motion at Corner, but Harry didn't see the point in
    pretending. Maybe it would give them a reason for his quietness. "They got tortured
    during the war. They're in St. Mungo's."

    "Oh." Corner turned pink, and hid behind a book he'd taken out, one on
    Potions.

    "Sorry to hear that, mate," Goldstein offered. "My aunt, she's a dragon,
    but she likes owls. And my mum is brilliant. And…"

    Harry let the words wash around him, just nodding now and then. Then Boot had to
    start talking about Quidditch, and Corner asked about everyone's study habits, and
    Harry had to contribute a little. But it was pretty easy to ask a question about
    Boot's broom or Goldstein's family, and they were off and rambling. They talked
    almost as much as Iverson.

    Harry was glad when he could finally slip into his bed and close the curtains
    around him.

    I have to find a private place. It doesn't sound as though the library is
    going to do it, not with an interfering librarian. But the castle is too big for this
    many students, anyway. Surely there's some corner somewhere that no one would
    miss.

    

    Minerva's mouth twitched a little as she watched the first-year Ravenclaws and
    Hufflepuffs hurry into the classroom. This was one of her favorite classes, honestly,
    as much as she liked teaching her new Gryffindors and learning their strengths and
    weaknesses. The Ravenclaws were studious and often did well in Transfiguration
    because of how much concentration the subject needed; the Hufflepuffs were
    hard-working enough that they didn't disrupt the class.

    She rose and stretched one back leg, then the other. She was sitting on her desk
    in her cat form, and new scents were filling her nostrils. Many of the first-years
    smelled like cloth, sweat, ink, and paper. After years of learning to separate them,
    Minerva could turn her head from side to side and bring a new scent more powerfully
    swirling up to her nose, if she wished.

    At the moment, she didn't particularly wish. She sat down again, ignored the
    temptation to groom herself, and waited for the students to notice her.

    Only a few glanced at her, most continuing to look at the door. Harry Potter sat
    with his chin in his hand and his eyes fastened on her, though. Minerva wondered for
    a moment whether a natural talent in Transfiguration had enabled him to tell the
    difference between an Animagus and an ordinary cat. Some people could do that.

    But usually not without extensive training. Which there's no way he could have
    had, not knowing what magic was until his eleventh birthday.

    Minerva turned her mind from the puzzle for now, and concentrated on the other
    students instead. There seemed to be the usual gaggle: the chatterers, the gigglers,
    the awed, the nervous, the confident. She wanted to say that Harry was unique among
    them, but that might be her fondness for his parents speaking.

    The number of people in the classroom at last matched the number of names she had
    on her roll. She stood up and sauntered to the edge of the desk, then sat and meowed
    to get their attention.

    "What's that cat doing here?" one of the Ravenclaw boys sitting next to Harry
    whispered. "It has markings around its eyes. Huh. Like glasses?"

    "I think it's cute," said a Ravenclaw girl that, from her general
    resemblance to one of Minerva's new Gryffindors, must be Padma Patil.

    "It can be cute all it likes, but it shouldn't be on the desk, should it?" asked
    Susan Bones, remarkable for her resemblance to her grandmother.

    "I don't know. I suppose that's up to Professor McGonagall."

    "If she ever gets here!"

    One Hufflepuff in the back row was starting to doodle with his quill on a piece of
    parchment. Minerva counted sixty heartbeats from that moment, and then walked to the
    edge of the desk and jumped off.

    On the way down, she transformed, clothes into fur and long legs into arms and
    claws retracting with that odd tickle they always gave when she changed this way and
    her feet settling flatter on the floor than they did when she walked as a cat and her
    whiskers sinking back into her face. She resisted the temptation to sneeze, as
    always, when they were gone and her sensitivity to air currents and smells went with
    them, and faced the class.

    Most of them looked stunned. Some had their mouths open or guilty flushes on their
    cheeks, probably afraid of what she'd overheard. Harry had a slight smile on his
    face, the kind that showed in his eyes more than on his lips. Minerva had sometimes
    seen the same thing in his mother's eyes when she had cast a successful
    Untransfiguration, always the harder task for her.

    And of course Harry knew I was an Animagus. I told him myself.

    Pleased with the solving of one intellectual puzzle, Minerva looked at the
    first-years over her glasses and said softly, "I think you will learn quickly that
    what you think you are experiencing in Hogwarts is not always what is there.
    And Transfiguration is a subtle, boundary-blurring art. What you will learn here is
    that animals and objects are not always separate. Nor are humans and animals." She
    was watching closely, and saw a few of the Muggleborns bristle, as well as a few
    pure-bloods. In their own separate ways, both of them had traditions that would make
    that statement peculiarly offensive to them.

    If you look in a mirror, you would see how much your own face resembles an
    ape's, she wanted to tell them, but she ignored it. She reached for the roll and
    began to go down the list, pausing when she reached the name of the Hufflepuff who
    had doodled on his parchment. "Zacharias Smith."

    He started and gave her an expression that couldn't decide if it wanted to be
    guilty or haughty. Minerva merely raised an eyebrow and pretended to make a small
    mark next to his name. That unnerved some of them like nothing else.

    When she had put down the roll, she stood near her desk and surveyed them. So
    small. So young. Even smaller, she thought, than the Slytherins and Gryffindors. Both
    those two Houses seemed to have got all the tall first-years this Sorting.

    "Transfiguration is the most difficult art you will learn here at Hogwarts. It
    will be some time before you can manage even elementary transformations. You must
    master the incantation and the wand movements, as will be important in every other
    spell you cast here at Hogwarts, but more than that, you need to place a harness on
    your imagination. If you visualize a detail wrongly, what you create might be very
    pretty, but it will not be a correctly Transfigured object."

    She turned to her desk. She had turned it into a pig when she had her first
    session with the Gryffindor-Slytherin class, but she felt the need to be mischievous
    this time, or perhaps it was only as a sort of gift to Harry, who seemed never to
    have blinked once as he watched her.

    To increase the surprise, she did it wordlessly, despite the extra effort that
    took from her. She would lecture in this class, and not permit any of them to attempt
    a Transfiguration until they had written at least a few essays.

    Commuto mensam pardum.

    The power flowed and flowered through her veins and struck out from her wand,
    wrapping around the desk. The class gasped in unison as gold and black threaded
    through the plain wood, and then—because Minerva could manage special effects when
    she had the inclination—the wood seemed to fly apart and reveal the animal underneath
    it, instead of simply transforming.

    The full-grown female leopard now standing in front of the class lowered her head
    and snarled. Minerva let them gasp and shout for a second, then waved her wand and
    intoned, "Commuto pardum mensam." The leopard froze into a wooden statue,
    before her back grew larger and lengthened and some of the rosettes on her coat
    became the knobs of drawers.

    When the leopard was a desk again, Minerva turned around and nodded to them. "An
    expression of the power of Transfiguration. You may have read about the defensive or
    convenient uses of Transfiguration; they are certainly the ones most emphasized in
    biographies on Chocolate Frog cards. And using animated furniture to guard a house or
    creating a table out of dust to hold a cup is certainly useful.

    "But one can also utilize Transfiguration for offensive purposes. Think about the
    ability to Transfigure the ground at an opponent's feet into ice, or acid, or a pit
    of fire, or a nest of vipers. Think about, if you were locked up in a prison cell,
    Transfiguring a rat into a monkey that could climb through the window and hand you
    the key. Yes, Mr. Smith?"

    "That would mean they would have to let you have your wand in prison, though,
    right, Professor?"

    Minerva almost smiled. At least the boy had spirit and a proper sense of respect,
    when he wanted to use it.

    "That's correct, Mr. Smith. Although wandless Transfiguration is possible in
    moments of extreme emotion or extreme training. But I want you to keep your
    mind open to possibilities. I would never discourage imagination. It is only that the
    imagination must be properly trained and disciplined, or you could end up with a
    one-legged, pink leopard that could only hop awkwardly at your foe."

    That raised a giggle from Patil, Bones, and a few of the others. Minerva looked
    back at Harry. He was sitting bolt upright, and his eyes were so bright it was hard
    to look at them.

    Minerva had to smile as she turned and added the first of the theory she wanted
    them to take notes on to the board. James would have been so proud to see his son as
    a Transfiguration prodigy—which Harry seemed to be well on the way to becoming.

    

    Harry finished scribbling down the last of the notes, and shook his hand a little
    once he wasn't holding a quill that would spot the whole parchment with ink. Then he
    stood and folded up his notes, stuck them in the outer pocket of the bag he'd bought
    in Diagon Alley, and walked towards the front of the classroom.

    There were some things he wanted to ask Professor McGonagall.

    "Aren't you coming to lunch?" Boot called from behind him.

    Harry gave him a smile he hoped looked natural. Boot was still under the delusion
    that he and Harry were best mates. "Yes. I just have to ask Professor McGonagall
    something. It's confusing, you know. Being raised by Muggles."

    Boot nodded sympathetically and rushed after Goldstein, who was talking about a
    Quidditch play. Harry turned back to Professor McGonagall. She was watching him with
    calm eyes that had a bit of a feline glow to them, Harry thought. He wondered if they
    also shone red when she was in the dark.

    "You paid close attention, Mr. Potter. I could see that. What was it you wanted to
    ask?"

    Harry took a deep breath. His heart was still hammering, the way it had been from
    the moment Professor McGonagall asked them to start imagining the possibilities of
    Transfiguration. But he would have to take care not to show that.

    "I just wondered if there was a common theory behind all kinds of magic,
    Professor. I mean, do Charms and Transfiguration have a lot in common?"

    "They certainly do. They're the most Wand- and Will-based classes that you'll take
    as a first-year."

    Harry stared. He had read those words in his Transfiguration books from Diagon
    Alley, but he hadn't found definitions. It was hard when the authors were sometimes
    using them in different ways than just "wand" and "imagination," and then sometimes
    using them to mean the ordinary things, anyway. "What are Wand and Will,
    Professor?"

    "It's a bit advanced for first-years." Professor McGonagall studied him through
    her glasses. "And it's only one way of looking at the theory, in any case. An older
    perspective. You'll find books that talk about it in much more modern terms."

    "I want to hear your terms, Professor."

    "If you're trying to flatter me, Mr. Potter…" But Professor McGonagall let the
    thought trail away before Harry could deny it, shaking her head. "No, I think you
    wouldn't do that. At any rate. The theory is complicated for first-years because it
    can be hard for them to tell the different components apart.

    "But there are three aspects to the theory: Wand, Word, and Will. The movements of
    your wand during the actual casting of the spell are the first one, but also the
    little movements of your body that you make when you adjust your position, lift the
    wand, bow before a formal duel, and so on. All of them affect the spell's success.
    Are you following?"

    "Perfectly, Professor," Harry breathed. He felt as if something had opened up
    inside him and was absorbing the words. He understood them better than he had ever
    understood anything in his life.

    "Word is the incantation, of course. But it also relates to the words that you
    speak before and after the spell, your pronunciation of the Latin, and the way you'll
    echo the words in your head when you learn nonverbal magic.

    "Will is the trickiest component to master. In Transfiguration, it mostly relates
    to the imagination." Professor McGonagall nodded to her desk. "Before I could master
    the spell to turn my desk into a leopard, I had to know exactly what I wanted the
    leopard to look like. And I had to train myself in wanting."

    "Wanting," Harry echoed. I'm good at wanting. I know what it's like to want
    food, and want to escape from the Dursleys, and want parents more than
    anything.

    "Yes. For that moment, and that moment alone, I had to want my desk to turn into a
    leopard—that exact leopard—more than I wanted to keep breathing, so that I
    could use all my breath in the Word." Professor McGonagall smiled at him. "You can
    see why Transfiguration can be complicated to master."

    "Yes," Harry mumbled. "So all three of those work together?"

    Professor McGonagall inclined her head. "But not all your classes use them
    equally. Potions is an art consisting almost entirely of Word for first-year
    students. You'll be following Professor Snape's instructions in brewing. He won't let
    you use your wand, and your Will is only important in that you have to learn how to
    concentrate on the ingredients of the potion.

    "Flying, on the other hand—you haven't had your first lesson yet?" Harry shook his
    head. "It requires almost pure Will. You use a surprising amount of body movements,
    but not in conjunction with your wand, unless you're playing Quidditch. And the Word
    is little use except if you're actually studying Quidditch plays. You have to want
    the broom to jump into your hand. I'm sure Madam Hooch will have you use a word at
    first, but you don't need it.

    "Astronomy, like Potions, is an art of the Word. You have to learn the names of
    the stars, the relationships of the constellations to each other, and what the
    various rotations of the planets indicate. Herbology is Word-based alone until you
    get into the upper years. Then Professor Sprout will start letting you use your wand
    for spells that water the plants, protect you against dangerous ones, and so on."

    "What about Defense?"

    Professor McGonagall gave the barest grimace. "Defense is an art of the Word for
    the younger years. You have to learn about curses before you can counter them, and
    you're not generally allowed to cast anything but the simplest curses in the confines
    of a school anyway. As it should be," she added quickly. "Never imagine that I don't
    approve of this state of affairs, Mr. Potter."

    Harry smiled a little. "But eventually, it involves Wand and Will?"

    Professor McGonagall nodded. "Yes. As does Charms. And Transfiguration."

    "But Transfiguration is the best, right?"

    Professor McGonagall laughed a little. "Can an artist not be proud of her art?
    Yes, Mr. Potter, I do think it is. It makes the greatest demands on the Will, for
    reasons I have already told you. The Wand and the Word are simpler to learn, but they
    must work together perfectly—and a Transfiguration on a human being, gone wrong,
    could be fatal. Imagine if you were trying to help someone hear better and sharpen
    his ears, and in the middle of the spell you got a flash of what he would look like
    with rabbit ears instead." She gave him a sharp glance. "Human Transfiguration is
    forbidden to students younger than third year, Mr. Potter."

    Yes, I do have to keep it quiet in case she tries to stop me. Harry had
    no intention of waiting until third year. And anyway, he wouldn't be putting anyone
    else in danger. He had known and accepted from the beginning that if he wanted to
    perfect the art that would heal his parents, he had only one human subject he could
    safely practice on: himself.

    He had one more question to ask, though, before he would have to go back to
    pretending to be just an ordinary student who wasn't more interested in
    Transfiguration than anything else. "When you turned the desk into a leopard, I
    felt—it wasn't magic, I think? Something else, brushing through the air above you? Or
    hovering around you?" Harry hated the way he was stumbling. It was hard to put into
    words, though. "Like an aura."

    Professor McGonagall straightened up sharply. "The fourth component."

    "What, Professor?"

    "It's not supported by the classical theory. With Wand, Word, and Will, you can
    replicate the results. Other people can do them, and the same way once they're
    taught," Professor McGonagall added, as though she thought he wouldn't understand
    her. "But if there is a forth component, and not all theories agree there
    is, not all people feel it. The ones who do don't report it the same way. So it's not
    included."

    "Does it have a name?" Harry knew he'd felt it. Like lightning, like
    breath.

    Professor McGonagall slowly nodded. "My professors called it the Wild."

    "What does it do? How is it different from Will?"

    "I must emphasize, Mr. Potter, that you are not to practice this on your
    own." Professor McGonagall bent down a little as if she thought she'd be able to see
    the truth in his eyes.

    But lots of people looked Harry in the eyes and didn't see the Dursleys. So he
    just nodded earnestly and lied, "I promise, Professor."

    "It means," said Professor McGonagall, reluctantly, "that you feel the will of the
    animal you create. It happens only with animal Transfiguration, or human, if you are
    changing a human into an animal—also not allowed. You didn't sense it when I
    changed the leopard back into my desk, did you?"

    Harry shook his head. He knew he hadn't. And he hadn't sensed it when Professor
    McGonagall turned back into her human form, either. He hoped he'd get to see her turn
    into a cat, and maybe feel it then.

    "Yes. Well." Professor McGonagall folded her arms. "This is a controversial idea
    in Transfiguration theory, Mr. Potter. If the animals we summon have their own will,
    their own—sense of wildness, to explain why it is called the Wild, then perhaps we
    should not change them into something else, or change them back into what they
    originally came from, or simply make them cease to exist at the end of a lesson."

    "But most people don't think they have anything, do they? Because you said most
    people can't feel it."

    Professor McGonagall nodded. "And I must admit that I do not sense it in every
    animal Transfiguration. Not when I change my desk into a pig, for example, as I did
    in another lesson. I can only surmise it is because the pigs I Transfigure are not
    wild animals. If I chose to want a wild boar or a warthog, then perhaps the Wild
    would be there."

    "That's another reason Transfiguration is so difficult, isn't it?" Harry mused,
    his mind skipping along paths he hadn't ever traveled and yet which felt perfectly
    natural to him. "Because even with the same spell, people still get different
    results. One person would have a pig, and another one a warthog, and other people's
    leopards wouldn't look exactly like yours. Or someone could have a leopard cub
    instead of an adult."

    "Very good, Mr. Potter. Five points to Ravenclaw."

    Harry snapped back to the present. Professor McGonagall was looking at him with a
    faint, pleased smile, and attention. Harry swallowed a little. That was the
    last thing he wanted. How was he going to make poor marks in Transfiguration class
    now?

    As if she'd heard the thought and wanted to mock it on purpose, Professor
    McGonagall reached behind her desk and drew out a heavy book. "The third-year
    textbook. I'd enjoy a conversation with you about any questions you have after
    reading it."

    Harry took the book. He didn't have any good reason to reject it, and anyway,
    Professor McGonagall wouldn't understand if he did.

    "Thank you, professor."

    She smiled and shooed him out. "You've let me keep you here talking too long, Mr.
    Potter. Lucky for both of us that it's lunch now."

    Harry slid the book into his satchel and walked out of the classroom, head
    spinning a little. If Professor McGonagall was going to pay special attention to him
    and ask him questions and expect him to do well, he had a problem.

    But then he began to think about what he'd learned in class that day, Wand and
    Word and Will and Wild, and he shook his head. That wasn't a problem. It was an
    inconvenience, and he'd handle it somehow. After all, so far Professor McGonagall
    only knew he understood the theory. That wasn't the same thing as being good at
    spells.

    And the only thing that was a problem, the only thing that mattered, was
    thinking about how he was going to get his parents back.
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    Chapter Five—First Lessons (Part Two)

    "The Longbottom boy is a mobile disaster area."

    Severus spoke the words without looking at Minerva. He knew what she would do:
    bristle in defense of her lions. She always did it. It was almost not worth taunting
    her about them in private, because her response was always predictable and would lead
    to hours of dragging conversation. The sin Severus could accuse most people of now
    was boring him.

    In this case, though, they were sitting in Albus's office, and Albus had asked
    them to converse about the topic. So Severus spoke the words, and then settled back
    and tried not to let the rising sensation of intolerable greyness consume his
    mind.

    "Why do you say that, Severus?" Albus's voice, so soft and quiet that Severus had
    once thought it was kind. He didn't make that mistake now.

    He looked at the bridge of Albus's nose and answered, "Not a class goes by without
    him melting a cauldron. He almost pisses himself when I look at him. I hear from
    Filius that he can't write an essay on Charms theory to save his life, either. So
    many splotches and misspellings and simply wrong information. What is the
    point of the extra training he's received, if he can't answer questions that an
    ordinary first-year should be able to?"

    "You know the way he's grown up," Minerva snapped, on cue. Severus sighed, which
    only provoked her further. "That much training would take a toll on anyone.
    And the stress of being an orphan, and the Boy-Who-Lived, and not even knowing how
    you survived—I've had to stop the others from asking Mr. Longbottom about his
    parents' deaths three times already!"

    Severus thought about informing her of some of the things his peers had asked him
    about, when he had been a first-year student. But there was a reason that both
    Minerva and Longbottom had never been considered for Severus's House. He said only,
    "If he makes a menace of himself in Potions class, then he deserves what he gets.
    Where was his vaunted training then? He could have learned at least the basics of
    Potions theory."

    "You must be kinder to him, Severus." That was Albus, and Severus felt something
    unpleasant stir to life in his gut. That was far closer to the kind of thing he would
    have expected Minerva to say. "You know what sorts of hopes ride on his shoulders.
    Minerva is right. It's a burden too great for a single child to carry."

    It had been a tiring first month for Severus, for more reasons than Longbottom,
    but Longbottom had contributed his share to that exhaustion. He raised an eyebrow and
    asked, "Then why have you required him to carry them?"

    "What?"

    It is like Albus to play innocent now. Severus didn't intend to back
    down. He leaned forwards a little and said, "You could have raised him—had Augusta
    raise him—in one of two ways. In the first, he undergoes training until he becomes
    the hero that you keep claiming we need. In the other, he would be a normal boy and
    face the Dark Lord down with the power of love alone that you keep harping on."

    "The power of love saved the boy. I'm certain it was Alice's sacrifice that—"

    Severus kept on rolling, ignoring Minerva's gasp as he interrupted the Headmaster.
    She would see worse than that if she wanted to stay. "But you cannot have both at
    once. You cannot tell us that he has undergone extensive training and still expect us
    to coddle him. I expected to see an extraordinary boy or an ordinary one, one or the
    other. Not a pathetic one."

    "You have no compassion in you, Severus Snape! You have no idea what that boy has
    gone through—"

    Albus raised a hand. He and Severus were looking each other in the eye now, and
    Severus could feel the subtle push against his Occlumency shields that it seemed
    Albus exerted with everyone, whether or not he meant to. He couldn't help it. "Leave,
    Minerva, please."

    "Mr. Longbottom is my student."

    "And we will discuss him later, I promise you." Briefly, Albus broke the staring
    contest to look at Minerva and smile. "I will value your input on him. For now,
    though, old friend, please."

    Minerva gave a deep sniff and a shake of her head, then stood up and departed
    muttering about things. Severus was certain she would waylay him to continue the
    discussion later.

    He did not care. He would be able to lash back with more surety than he could in
    Albus's office. For now, he waited, and did not look away even when Albus folded his
    hands on the desk and tried the "I am disappointed in you, my dear boy" glance.

    "You must not denigrate Mr. Longbottom. You do not know what he has suffered."

    "I know exactly what he had suffered. You and the press and Minerva and everyone
    else told me so often enough."

    "Mr. Longbottom has a problem with—self-confidence." Albus was picking his way
    more carefully through this confrontation than Severus had expected him to. "He's
    been told all his life what heroes his parents were. He has a lot to live up to."

    "He can do it outside my classroom."

    "Severus, you knew that he would be involved in his education—"

    "I did not expect to be involved in his rearing."

    Albus let his eyebrows furrow. "You mean that. You think he is not ready to be the
    Boy-Who-Lived?"

    "Is that all you see him as?" Severus shook his head. He did not like the boy,
    although Longbottom was not the stuck-up prat Severus had thought he would be. The
    way he moaned and shook when Severus even spoke to another student was as
    annoying as a puffed-up head. "I wonder if that is why he seems so young. You tell
    him how great a hero he is, he doesn't feel he can live up to it, so he tries to be a
    child to hide."

    "I only ask you to be patient with him, Severus. You know as well as I do that
    Augusta would intimidate anyone."

    Severus held back the snap he wanted to give. He said only, "At least Mr.
    Longbottom is tolerable. Mr. Potter is not."

    Albus blinked, and Severus could almost see him wrenching his mind out of whatever
    groove it had run along. "What do you mean, Severus? I haven't heard anyone talk
    about Harry Potter as if he caused trouble. Minerva has nothing but praise for his
    Transfiguration ability. Filius says he is quiet, but fitting right in with his
    Housemates."

    "They do not see him in Potions," Severus spat. "They do not see
    James Potter in him."

    "Well, but how? Tell me." Albus gave him a sad smile. "It would be a relief to my
    mind, to turn from talking about the boy on whom our world depends to one who has
    troubles more befitting an ordinary student."

    Severus hesitated, but he knew Albus wouldn't be as protective of Harry Potter as
    he would of Longbottom. Albus had favored James at one point, true, and Lily had been
    one of his favorite students. But ten years spent in St. Mungo's had erased most
    emotions for them except pity from Albus's mind.

    "It started with the first Ravenclaw-Hufflepuff Potions class," he began.

    

    "Who are they, Harry? I think they're looking for you."

    Harry turned his head. Boot had whispered into his ear, but most of the other
    first-year Ravenclaws turned around when he did. Harry had noticed that they tended
    to move in a pack. He wondered sometimes if they were afraid of older students
    hurting them if they didn't, but he hadn't bothered asking.

    Draco Malfoy was swaggering towards him with the two bulky students, Crabbe and
    Goyle, behind him. All three of them wore Slytherin ties, of course. Malfoy didn't
    carry any books, though. One of his minions probably had them, Harry thought,
    standing still. They were in the middle of a public corridor, and Malfoy couldn't
    simply hex Harry and get away with it.

    "He insulted my parents on the train," Harry told Boot. He'd shifted around like
    he was waiting for an answer.

    "Bad move," Corner announced. He was shy enough to be intimidated by
    Harry, but he acted like he was happy when Harry might hurt someone else. Harry
    didn't understand why. Then again, he had never claimed to understand people.

    Before Harry could respond, Malfoy and his minions came to a halt in front of
    them. Malfoy looked around and gave a faint sneer. "Surrounded by half-bloods,
    Potter?"

    "At least we don't insult people's heroic parents," said Goldstein.

    "Did I talk to you? No, half-blood." Malfoy turned dismissively back in
    Harry's direction. "Or are you his mouthpiece now? Too good to do your own talking,
    Potter?" Malfoy laughed, and on cue his minions chuckled, too.

    Harry sighed. He was bored. Malfoy was going to be an obstacle. He'd already shown
    up twice in the library when Harry was trying to study Transfiguration and made loud
    comments at the air, although he'd also left in disgust when Harry didn't
    respond.

    "Not too good to do my own laughing."

    Malfoy immediately shifted a little forwards, ready for the attack. "You should be
    smart enough to know what will happen when the Dark Lord rises again."

    Several people around Harry sucked in their breaths, shocked. Harry just stared at
    Malfoy and said emotionlessly, "At least my parents fought him instead of bowed down
    to him. Tell me, were the hems of the Dark Lord's robes dirty? Your father must have
    spent a lot of time looking at them, so I thought you'd probably know."

    Malfoy flushed and spluttered in rage and grabbed his wand. Harry didn't bother
    drawing his. For one thing, several other people around him had already drawn
    theirs.

    For another, he'd seen a swirl of dark robes from the corner of his eye.

    "What is this? Ravenclaws fighting in the corridors? How disappointed
    Professor Flitwick will be."

    It was Snape, the bully who had glared Harry at the first feast. Harry thought
    he'd seen Snape watching him several times since then, as well. Harry just looked
    calmly up at him and then away, towards Malfoy's drawn wand.

    "Malfoy was going to hex us first, Professor." That was Patil, speaking earnestly,
    the way she always did when something offended her sense of justice. Harry sighed
    without making a sound. He could have told her it was useless. "He just came up to
    Harry and insulted his parents, and—"

    "No, Professor, that's not the way it happened at all." Malfoy had a
    silver tongue around adults, at least, Harry thought. Of course, so did Dudley. "I
    was walking along not bothering anybody, and Potter was the one who decided to insult
    my parents."

    "Detention, Mr. Potter. With me. This Friday evening at seven." Snape stared at
    them with his eyes glittering for a minute, and then added, "And I believe that you
    are about to be late for my class, little birds."

    That galvanized the lot of them into motion. Harry followed along behind Boot. He
    did glance back once, to see Malfoy talking earnestly to Snape, waving his arms
    around as if he thought that would make his story more convincing.

    Snape wasn't looking at him, though. He still had his stare fastened to the back
    of Harry's robe.

    Harry turned away. So Snape was a bully. He had known that. The task would be to
    let it keep from interfering with his plans.

    

    "I'm nervous. I know Snape doesn't like Gryffindors, but no one ever said anything
    about him not liking Ravenclaws…"

    Harry smiled as comfortingly as he could at Boot while they set their cauldron up.
    Boot was his partner, of course, the way he was Harry's partner in most of their
    classes. Harry didn't mind that. Boot was talkative, but he did his work fast, and
    mostly well, and he liked to read. Harry could have had someone like Malfoy want to
    be his partner instead.

    "It's unfair!" Boot brought his cauldron down with a ringing slam on the table.
    "He shouldn't favor his own House and hate all the others."

    Harry thought for a second about telling Boot that he was fairly sure the other
    Ravenclaws had nothing to worry about. It was Harry Snape hated, Harry he kept
    staring at even before the little fight with Malfoy in the corridors.

    But he didn't give up any secrets he didn't need to, and he had to hold onto this
    one, too. It might be useful someday. Or at least it would keep people from trying to
    hurt him with it.

    Snape spelled the door shut when he came in, making it bang to with a tremendous
    crash. A few of the more timid Hufflepuffs shrieked or squeaked.

    Harry had been waiting for it because that was one of Dudley's favorite tricks,
    and he didn't jump. He just looked at Snape as he strode to the front of the
    classroom and spun around, his arms folded.

    "You should already have read ahead in your books," Snape said, after a glance
    that silenced the people who were still trying to talk. Harry watched him. Snape
    began to pace along the front tables and then back again. He did it slowly, not fast.
    Like a stalking tiger, Harry thought. He had started researching animals,
    and some of the books in the library had pictures in them of how the animals
    moved.

    "You should already know that Potions is a different type of magic than all the
    other foolish wand-waving classes you might take in this school. Here, a word in the
    recipe can make the difference between a successful potion and an inferior effort."
    Snape showed his canines when he grinned. "Between life and death."

    An art of Word. Professor McGonagall was right.

    "But you would only know that if you have spent time with your books.
    Surely not a hard proposition for a Ravenclaw." Snape spun and ended up with his nose
    pointing at Harry and Boot's table. Boot dropped the quill he was holding from a limp
    hand. Harry looked at Snape. "Mr. Potter." Harry knew he was probably the
    only one who heard how much hatred rested in that word.

    It was a different kind of hatred from Uncle Vernon's. Not worse, though.

    "Where would you look if I asked you to find me a bezoar?"

    Harry tilted his head. He had been reading the Potions book last night and had had
    to look that strange word up. It was probably the only reason he knew the answer to
    Snape's question. "In the stomach of a goat, Professor."

    "And?" Snape pressed forwards as if he wanted to leap right over the table and
    come after them. Boat moaned a little. Harry just stayed quiet. Moaning wouldn't help
    with bullies. He'd learned that a long time ago. "What is it, boy?"

    Boy. That was what Uncle Vernon called him almost all the time, and Aunt
    Petunia half the time.

    At least he probably won't say "freak," since he knows magic, too, Harry
    thought, and answered. "A stone that can cure poisons, Professor Snape."

    "It does not cure them, it neutralizes them, and not all poisons. Only
    most. Five points from Ravenclaw."

    Harry blinked. He wondered for a moment whether Snape was going to be that picky
    with everyone, but he didn't think so. It was just Harry, for some reason.

    And then he saw the way Snape looked at him. Harry wondered something else.
    What's he waiting for? Snape liked to pace and walk around the classroom,
    that much was certain. Did he think Harry should apologize for not knowing something
    Harry doubted anyone else knew, either?

    Then Harry almost smiled. No. He's waiting for me to do what Boot did. Show
    some fear. Break down because he took points. Shriek that it's not fair.

    Harry stood there, and met Snape's eyes, and waited.

    "We are going to brew a potion to cure boils today," Snape announced, and turned
    away, slashing his wand savagely at the board. Instructions appeared. "Go fetch what
    is needed and obey these instructions. Now."

    "Snape's a monster!" Boot whispered as they moved towards the storage cupboard.
    "He didn't even call our names. How does we know who we are and who's going to do the
    potion right?"

    "Not a proper teacher, not really," Patil agreed. Her face was hostile when she
    turned to look at Snape. "I heard some people say that he didn't aspire to be a
    professor at all. He only accepted this offer to be Potions professor at Hogwarts
    because they needed one and Snape might have gone to Azkaban otherwise…"

    "That's not the kind of gossip it's wise to repeat, Patil," Zacharias Smith said
    warningly, stopping in front of them for a moment. "Nothing was ever proven."

    It was proven enough for Harry, though, especially since Patil only shook her head
    and said, "My parents wouldn't have told me that if there wasn't some truth
    to it."

    A former Death Eater. That explains a lot. Of course he hates anyone who's the
    child of people who fought on the right side.

    Harry decided he didn't need to worry about it. Harry's Housemates seemed to think
    what Snape had done was unfair, instead of blaming Harry for losing the points. That
    meant they wouldn't get in the way by being tiresome.

    And Snape wouldn't care about Transfiguration or Harry's parents in particular. He
    was unlikely to do any more than take points and yell in class.

    After years of the Dursleys, it was all very survivable.

    

    The Potter brat's mind was filled with images of his parents.

    That was all Severus had seen when he tricked the boy into looking directly at
    him. Nothing about Potions, books, frantic musings on homework, even the relatives
    that Minerva was telling all and sundry didn't treat Potter as they should.
    Ridiculous, Severus knew. The Wizengamot had determined that James had no surviving
    relatives, and Lily no magical family at all, and therefore the boy would have to
    grow up with her sister. They had sent several wizards along to explain the
    situation.

    Severus had heard about that only secondhand, but in those days, his hatred for
    what had happened to Lily had burned so hot it compelled him to seek out every shard
    of news connected to her. He knew enough to satisfy him.

    Three Wizengamot members in full splendor had descended on Petunia and offered her
    the boy, and outlined the situation, including what would happen to her if she
    mistreated a magical child. Petunia was easily cowed. Severus would say it was her
    only attractive characteristic. She might dislike any child of her sister's, but she
    wouldn't mistreat him.

    But no. His aunt wasn't there in Potter's mind, even though she must have been the
    one he spent the majority of his time with. It was James lying drooling on his bed,
    and Lily gazing at her hands.

    Lily…

    Severus let his hand rest for the hardest moment on the edge of his desk, and
    shook his head a little. He had found that if he allowed himself a minute or so to
    think about Lily each day, then it was all the easier to forsake the reality of her
    in St. Mungo's and turn back to the reality that had to matter to him, that of
    Hogwarts and his classes.

    He turned about just in time to see Potter shoot his hand out and grab Boot's.
    Severus swooped towards them. He heard Potter say, "No, we can't add the porcupine
    quills yet. See? We have to wait."

    "How do you know that, Harry? You're so good with everything, I swear."

    Potter just smiled quietly—in the way James would have smiled if someone praised
    him, Severus thought—and shook his head. "I only followed the instructions. I just
    read."

    "But you're still good." Boot reached for his mortar and pestle.

    "You should have read those instructions on your own, Boot. I expect
    better of a Ravenclaw." Boot stiffened, and Severus gave a little nod. At least
    someone was as terrified of him as they should be, instead of using the image of a
    broken James Potter as a shield of some kind. "The next time you enter this
    classroom, both you and Potter will have found new partners."

    "Yes, sir."

    "Yes, sir."

    Boot sounded as though he was trembling and hated himself for it. Potter sounded
    as though he was being told the definition of a word he already knew.

    Infuriated, Severus skimmed the surface of Potter's mind again. He saw James
    coming out of the bathroom, and Potter's complete and utter enthrallment with the
    man's glasses, of all things. He looks like me.

    Severus pulled himself out, sickened. That was at least one thing he would say for
    James Potter. The man didn't spend any time on his appearance, and didn't care who
    knew it. He would even brag about the wild mess of his hair as though carelessness
    showed a superior moral strain of the soul.

    For Potter to think so about his appearance…

    Well. Severus would see what mettle Potter showed in his detention.

    

    Potter showed none.

    He arrived, and Severus laid down his quill and spent some time surveying the boy.
    Potter acted as though Severus wasn't looking at him at all. He simply turned his
    head from side to side, eyes sweeping across the glass jars on the shelves of
    Severus's office. He seemed to be as interested in what he saw there as he had been
    in the instructions for the Boil Cure potion that morning.

    Not very, Severus concluded, and jerked his head at the back of the
    office, where he had cauldrons stacked that bore stubborn, complicated, spreading
    patterns of stains. "You are to scrub those. Without magic. Work until I tell you to
    stop."

    Potter nodded.

    "What do you say, boy?"

    Potter looked momentarily surprised, as if he hadn't thought Severus would care
    that he'd got a nod rather than a verbal answer. "Yes, sir."

    "Get to work," Severus snapped, and turned back to the essays he was marking. He
    continued to watch Potter out of the corner of his eye.

    Potter didn't complain about the wire scrubbing brush. Or the stains. Or the
    number of cauldrons. Or the length of time it was taking. He simply used the brush,
    and bent over the cauldrons, and tipped it over so that flakes of rust and discarded
    dirt slipped out, and then went to work on the next one.

    But he was doing something. The closer Severus observed him, the more he could
    make it out. Potter was whispering to himself, the words so soft Severus could, in
    fact, only guess they were words. Severus frowned and cast a spell that would let him
    hear what Potter was saying.

    "Unguis, that's claw. But also finger. Sanguis, that's blood.
    Callum, skin…"

    Potter was muttering Latin to himself? Severus sat slowly back. He
    wondered for a moment why. None of those were words that Potter would use regularly
    anywhere in the first-year curriculum, even in Transfiguration or Charms. Perhaps
    Potter's sudden obsession would have made sense if he had a Dark Arts class, as they
    did at Durmstrang, but here, Severus could not place it.

    Unless he wants to impress Minerva by studying ahead for her subject. Or
    appearing to study ahead. The boy has next to no imagination, given that obsession
    about his parents. Ordinary children let their minds wander sometimes.

    That had been the remarkable thing. Severus had dipped into Potter's mind several
    times during the Ravenclaw-Hufflepuff class, and every time, Potter was
    thinking about his parents. Not lunch or when the class would end or even what petty
    rivalries and friendships he must have springing up with his Housemates.

    Obsessed with his family legacy. Of course he is. I wonder what he would do if
    I told him his father was a bully?

    Severus did not intend to make the test, as that would have meant he would
    also make Potter wonder how he knew.

    "You will cease muttering to yourself, Potter," he said crisply. "This is
    detention, not your study session."

    Potter promptly shut his mouth. Severus stared at his back. That would have
    merited a protest from most students. Potter, it seemed, had so much supreme ego that
    he didn't care what anyone else said or did.

    His father in miniature. If in a different way than I expected.

    Severus turned back to the essays. He had already spent too much time
    contemplating James Potter's warped spawn.

    But he did retain one spark of amusement. The boy was going to get some
    unexpected results if he tried the Latin words he had been practicing in
    Transfiguration essays. For one thing, callum didn't simply mean skin. It
    meant hard skin, specifically.

    Imagine if he tries to write about softening his skin, and uses that word
    instead. Imagine the look on Minerva's face.

    

    Oculus, that's eye. And pupula is the pupil of the eye. If I want to give
    myself sharper sight, then I have to remember the difference between them.

    Harry leaned across the top cauldron to scrub harder at the other side of it. In
    the meantime, with his free hand hidden inside the cauldron, he practiced the wand
    movements he would need to make to cast one spell he'd found in the third-year
    Transfiguration book, Oculus Aquilae, Eagle Eyes. That book and Professor
    Flitwick and other books Harry had found in the library said you had to get your
    muscles used to performing wand movements, or it would be difficult to learn them
    later.

    Around, down, up. No, probably not at that sharp angle. The book said he
    had to be careful of that, or he could end up giving the eagle eyes to someone
    else.

    Around, down, up. That was better.

    Harry moved on to the next cauldron, and worked his hand through the motions of a
    Tiger Claw spell there, until Snape snapped, "Dismissed."

    Harry turned around. Snape was glaring at him. Harry shrugged mentally as he laid
    down the scrubbing brush on the table and walked to the door. He didn't know why
    Snape hated him, the way he didn't know exactly why Uncle Vernon hated him so much.
    Yes, he had magic, which Uncle Vernon had known and he hadn't, but Harry thought it
    would have made more sense to tell him about the magic. Then he could have worked on
    controlling it.

    Snape was even more of a mystery. But if he could use Snape's detentions to
    practice his spells, then Harry thought he could get used to them.

    Even better, he still had half an hour before curfew, and everyone had warned him
    that Snape's detentions were unpredictably long. That gave him a little while to look
    around for a secret spot where he could study. The dungeons were probably the best
    bet. Even the Slytherins only seemed to spend time in a small portion of them.

    

    "Harry!"

    Harry turned around in surprise. Finnigan had come up behind him and draped a
    casual arm around Harry's shoulder. A few of the Gryffindors with him gave them odd
    looks, but kept on walking.

    No one in their House cares about someone being friends from another House. I
    bet the Slytherins do. Harry had already seen Malfoy challenge one of
    the other Slytherin first-years for talking to a Hufflepuff girl.

    "I was really surprised when you didn't get Sorted into Gryffindor," Finnigan
    chattered on as he tugged Harry towards the Gryffindor table. Boot stared at them,
    but didn't say anything. "You were the only one I was wrong on, you know. Greengrass
    and Zabini both went to Slytherin, and here I am." He grabbed his
    red-and-gold tie and shook it happily.

    Harry hoped he didn't look as envious as he felt. The Gryffindors were yawning and
    eating and joking with each other. There seemed to be most of a whole red-headed
    family there. What would it be like to have sisters and brothers that you went into
    the same House with?

    "You only predicted four people, though," Harry said, feeling like he had to say
    something when Finnigan turned to look at him. "I mean, it would be more impressive
    if you'd had a larger number to predict. If you only got one wrong out of
    ten people, that would be something."

    Finnigan laughed. "Maybe I shouldn't be surprised that you went to Ravenclaw,
    after all! That's such a Claw thing to say."

    Harry wanted to say something, but he didn't know what would be good. He settled
    for shrugging, and Finnigan knuckled his hair playfully and let Harry go.

    "You're welcome if you want to sit with us, though," Finnigan continued, waving a
    hand at some of the other Gryffindor first-years. "This is Dean Thomas." That was a
    tall boy with dark skin who smiled a lot more than Blaise Zabini had. "And Ron
    Weasley." What must be the youngest of the red-haired boys nodded at Harry. "And…"
    Finnigan lowered his voice a little. "Neville Longbottom."

    Harry blinked as he looked at the Boy-Who-Lived. He looked permanently pale, sort
    of like Malfoy. His lightning bolt scar stood out so redly on his forehead that it
    reminded Harry of the sores he'd sometimes got when he lived with the Dursleys.

    But Longbottom gave him a wavering smile and whispered, "My Gran told me a few
    things about your parents. They were b-brave. I hope I can be as brave as they were
    one day."

    "Thanks," said Harry. "I heard about your parents, too. I'm sorry they're
    gone."

    Longbottom nodded and turned away to eat. Harry thought he saw a tear quivering at
    the corner of Longbottom's eye, but he certainly wasn't going to call attention to
    it. He sat down and listened to Finnigan talk to Thomas and Weasley about Quidditch,
    and noticed the way that Longbottom seemed to be alone even though he was always
    surrounded by people who wanted to talk to him.

    It must be lonely to survive Lord Dudders like that.

    Harry was glad he didn't have to deal with the burden. At least he was just an
    ordinary person most people would ignore and he had a chance of getting his
    parents back someday.

    He imagined what it would be like when he had healed his parents. How his father
    would smile. The look in his mother's eyes when she smoothed her hand over Harry's
    hair.

    It hurt to imagine. But Harry knew he had to, because someday he would have
    it.

    

    Harry went to Charms after breakfast, with the Gryffindors splitting up because
    they needed to go to Potions. Longbottom had begun shaking when Finnigan mentioned
    Professor Snape's name. Harry had wondered why Snape hated Longbottom, but then
    remembered, again, that Snape was a Death Eater.

    He probably hated Longbottom even more than he'd hated Harry. Harry felt sorry for
    the boy.

    "That was kind of low, Harry."

    Harry blinked and looked up from his Charms book. Boot dropped into the seat
    beside him and glared. Goldstein sat down on Harry's other side, looking equally
    upset. Harry couldn't see how Corner looked because he was sitting beyond Goldstein
    at another table.

    "What are you talking about?" Harry asked. He was at a loss as to what he'd done.
    He hadn't even lost more House points since the ones Snape had taken from him in the
    corridor for talking to Malfoy.

    "You went over and ate with the Gryffindors, and acted all friendly with them when
    you haven't even spent time with them before." Boot was taking out his
    Charms book with big, clumsy movements, like the kind Harry used to make in class
    when he was trying to hide how much Dudley upset him. "We're your Housemates and we
    spend time with you all damn day and you still act like you can't stand the
    sight of us."

    "Language," Corner whispered in an awed voice.

    Boot ignored him, leaning towards Harry. "I thought I was your friend. And I just
    realized I'd never heard you call me by my first name and I've never seen you smile
    at me the way you did at Finnigan."

    Harry stared. His first thought was to wonder why anyone would care. No
    one had ever cared at his old school. In fact, kids would have screamed in fear of
    Dudley if Harry had smiled at them or acted friendly towards them. Harry had
    sometimes done it to people he didn't like very much, purely to upset them.

    But here…

    "I—didn't know you wanted me to do that," he said finally. "I didn't have many
    friends in primary school, you know."

    "Your family never took you to visit anyone else?" Goldstein frowned at him. "My
    Muggle cousins met my magical cousins. We all knew each other."

    "I didn't know I was a wizard until the day I turned eleven," Harry said, shaking
    his head. He decided telling them a little couldn't hurt. It wasn't like they would
    owl the Dursleys to complain. "My aunt and uncle don't like magic much. Neither does
    my cousin. They kept from telling me about magic. Well, I don't think my cousin ever
    knew."

    "What does that have to do with friends?"

    Harry turned to look at Boot. "My cousin kept me from having friends at school. He
    would beat up anyone who tried. He said that I was—" No, Harry still wasn't ready to
    tell them about the word freak. "Weird, and anyone who wanted to spend time
    with me was weird, too."

    They all stared at him again. Harry sighed as he watched Patil come into the
    class. If she heard about this, Harry would never hear the end of it, because she
    would analyze it to death. "So that's it," he said, and shook his head a little. "I
    really wanted to be in Gryffindor, because my parents were. I shared a boat with
    Finnigan the first night, and he told me he was sure I would be in Gryffindor. So I
    was just spending time with them because Finnigan pulled me over there, and it was
    nice for me to pretend that I was part of the House I wanted to be in for a
    while."

    Boot paused, then said, "Well, my name is Terry. And you can act like you
    know I exist."

    "All right, Terry." The name still sounded really strange on Harry's tongue, but
    it seemed to keep Boot happy.

    "And I'm Anthony."

    "And I'm Michael." Corner's voice was so quiet that Harry mostly only knew what he
    said because he already knew Corner's first name.

    "Anthony, Michael." Harry nodded to them and looked back at his Charms book.
    Goldstein moved over next to Corner and started talking to him about the Defense
    essay they'd apparently been working on last night. Harry had already finished it. He
    wondered if he should show that he did feel all right towards them by saying
    something about it.

    But Boot nudged him and made Harry turn around. Boot's face was pale, like
    Longbottom, like Malfoy, and he looked deadly serious.

    "I need to tell you something, Harry."

    "Okay." Harry waited. If Boot was going to say something about the Dursleys being
    abusive, Harry knew how to make him stop thinking about it.

    But Boot shocked him. "I think you're one of the least Gryffindor people I've ever
    met. So I think it's fine if you have Gryffindor friends and want to spend time with
    them, but you don't really fit in with them. Finnigan's blind if he thinks you do.
    Maybe you should accept your true House."

    Harry found himself clutching the side of his trousers. "But I stood up to Malfoy
    the other day. Wasn't that brave?"

    "I don't know." Boot peered at him. "I can't tell so many things with you, Harry.
    I never know what you're really thinking or feeling."

    Not Slytherin. I'm not Slytherin.

    But the last thing Harry wanted was to say that, in case it started Boot
    thinking about things he shouldn't think about. Harry ended up lowering his head and
    shrugging. "Sorry. Like I said, I don't have a lot of experience making friends. So I
    probably do sound strange, just like my cousin said."

    "All right. But—please talk sometimes? It's strange having you around when you
    almost never say anything. Like having a ghost for a Housemate."

    "All right, Terry," Harry said. If Boot wanted him to talk a little more, then he
    could. "Do you think that Professor Flitwick meant what he said about giving
    detentions for not studying enough? I think he was joking, but some of the
    second-years said he does give them."

    Boot beamed and immediately started in. "No, I think they have to be joking.
    What's studying enough, anyway? I need to study more for Defense than
    Anthony does, but if he punished Anthony, that would just be stupid, because Anthony
    is really better at the class than I am…"

    Harry nodded throughout the lecture. It was simple, when he thought about it.
    Instead of nods, sometimes he said a few words. And he called Boot by his first name,
    which seemed to make him really happy.

    It wasn't that Harry resented it or anything. It just astonished him. Why would
    anyone care that much about what he said? Boot and Goldstein had known each
    other before Hogwarts, it turned out, and Corner fit right in with them. Why would
    they want Harry as a friend when they had each other?

    It was so weird, having people care about things like that.
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    "What did you think of the author's point about the difficulty of human
    Transfigurations, Mr. Potter?"

    "Which one, Professor? There's a lot of them." Harry pulled out the notes he'd
    made and scanned them for a minute. "I did wonder why they said it was more difficult
    to transform yourself than others. You ought to know yourself better than
    other people, right? So it ought to be easier."

    Professor McGonagall leaned back in her seat and smiled. She had invited Harry to
    her office when he came to return the third-year book she'd let him borrow, and now
    they were surrounded by wide-open landscape paintings and a portrait of a cat that
    looked larger and more intelligent than the typical cat. Harry thought it was a
    Kneazle. He didn't get a good look, though, because the cat kept creeping towards
    Harry when his back was turned and then zipping away again when he turned around.

    "I meant the concept in general, but we can certainly begin with that one."
    Professor McGonagall cleared her throat. "When you transform someone else, do you
    think you know and understand their body?"

    "You'd have to."

    Professor McGonagall shook her head. "Not if you were Transfiguring them to stop
    them from attacking someone else, or as an offensive spell in battle, or to arrest
    them, which are the most common uses of such Transfiguration."

    "Well, and practice in class, right?"

    "Even in my NEWT classes, I don't allow that."

    Professor McGonagall was sitting up and staring at him in the way that meant there
    would be no smile. Harry accepted that and simply said, "Okay, Professor. But if you
    don't know their bodies well, what do you do with them?"

    "You simply imagine the form you want them to assume and stuff them into it."

    "So you have to imagine that form well. But not them."

    "Exactly." Professor McGonagall sighed and sipped from her tea. Harry cautiously
    tried his. He hadn't had much at the Dursleys' or in the Great Hall, where he
    preferred pumpkin juice. He supposed it tasted all right. Spicy. "This is the main
    reason that human Transfiguration needs to be so tightly controlled. Most of the
    people who practice it don't care about the person they're transforming.
    They care for their own safety, or the exercise of their magic. And more accidents
    occur with Transfiguration than with any other branch of magic except
    Apparition."

    "Okay," said Harry, and felt something in him, that had been upset since he read
    that portion of the textbook, uncoil a little. It ought to be okay when it came to
    his parents, because Harry cared about them more than himself. "But then why is it
    hard to transform yourself?"

    "Close your eyes, Mr. Potter."

    Harry felt all his wariness rising up in him in rebellion. That was the sort of
    thing Dudley said before punching him. But he obediently did it, and told himself
    that Professor McGonagall wasn't the same as Dudley.

    "How many hairs do you have on the back of your hand, Mr. Potter?"

    "Which one, left or right?"

    "You are already giving the question more thought than most people do." Professor
    McGonagall's voice had the hint of a laugh in it. "But can you tell me?"

    "Um." Harry tried hard to picture the back of his hand. But he got images that
    could have been his or could be someone else's. He hadn't spent much time looking at
    anyone's hand except Dudley's, usually when it was smeared with his blood. "No."

    Professor McGonagall was nodding when he opened his eyes again. "People—most
    people—have the necessary level of care for their own bodies that transforming
    themselves sounds as if it should be easy. But they don't have the
    knowledge. That's what the Animagus process is about, getting you acquainted with
    your own body."

    "I thought it was more of a spiritual thing. I mean, that's what Grimseby
    says."

    "You've read Grimseby already?"

    She sounded impressed. Harry looked at the floor. He didn't want to be impressive.
    And so far, he hadn't had a problem with than in his other classes. Quirrell rarely
    taught them anything that wasn't pure Word, and Harry didn't have much of a knack for
    Herbology—unlike Longbottom—and Snape wasn't going to be impressed by him no matter
    what he did.

    "Um, that book mentioned it, so I looked him up."

    "Do you know how rare that is?" Harry had to look up now, because the tone in
    Professor McGonagall's voice was weird, and so was the smile she was giving him.
    "That a student would do extra reading on their own, I mean? I often tell students
    who want extra instruction to do that, but most of them would simply rather not."

    Harry discovered he was blushing. It was unusual for him. If he blushed for all
    the things the Dursleys said about him, he would have used up his blood years ago. He
    shook his head and focused on their discussion. "Is it spiritual or physical, though,
    Professor?"

    "Well. I think Grimseby is in fact an impressive theorist, Mr. Potter, but under
    the rubric of Will, Wand, and Word, he spends far too much time concentrating on
    Will. Yes, Will is an important factor in the Animagus transformation, as it is in
    all Transfiguration. That does not make it the sole factor. One must also
    learn one's body, and learn the correct ingredients for the transformation potions,
    and learn how to be silent. That requires Word."

    "Why? If it's silent, I mean?"

    "You have to know your own body so well that you can find your way back to your
    proper shape," Professor McGonagall said simply. "That involves knowing the shape of
    your fingers, the height of your knuckles, where you are at all times in relation to
    the objects around you, what is 'normal' eye-height for you, how sharp your senses
    are, and what you cannot know about yourself."

    "How can you know what you can't know?" It sounded like a riddle to Harry.

    "I mean that you know about your own lack of knowledge. So you don't attempt to
    delve into them too deeply or worry about them. If, for example, your Animagus form
    was a swan, you wouldn't be able to know how you swam in your own body with webbed
    toes, because humans simply don't have them. It would be useless to spend time
    worrying about it. You would have to know about the length of your toes and the way
    you swam without webs, though."

    Harry nodded. He thought he could see, and he also thought that he knew now why
    more people didn't use Transfiguration in healing. It was really bloody
    complicated, that was why.

    But he wanted to ask about something else he had read in Grimesby. "Animagus
    transformations aren't the only way you can Transfigure yourself, though, right?"

    "I would advise against trying to change yourself the way you would another
    person, Mr. Potter."

    "No. I mean." Harry swallowed. This came too close to his own goals, but so far
    Professor McGonagall seemed to be assuming he had a more theoretical interest. "Could
    you change your fingernails into claws, or something? Without changing all the way
    into a tiger."

    "Only if you had the knowledge," said Professor McGonagall, shaking her head. "All
    the knowledge. Your body, and the spells, and the knowledge about what kind of animal
    you were transforming into. And that knowledge is even harder to acquire than the
    knowledge of your body, because books on Transfiguration elaborate on the behavior of
    whole bodies, not the parts of animals."

    Harry had wondered whether there were books like that published by wizards, or if
    he would have to get Muggle books on animals. He was glad to know there were
    wizarding ones. He had plans for transforming objects into animals.

    "Mr. Potter."

    Harry blinked and looked up again. Sometimes he thought he thought too
    much around Professor McGonagall. He would sit there and plots would turn in his
    head, and he would forget there was an adult in front of him. Uncle Vernon's
    punishment for that kind of thing, for ignoring him, would have been
    terrible.

    Professor McGonagall was bending towards him, and her face was soft and bright
    with concern. "I notice you don't have many friends," she began.

    "Oh, Terry and the rest of the Ravenclaws are all right," Harry told her. "No one
    much cares that I was raised by Muggles."

    Professor McGonagall nodded, although she looked vaguely disturbed. "I only
    thought," she said persuasively, "that you might find a friend in Miss Granger, one
    of my Gryffindors. She's also interested in books and advanced knowledge, and she's
    good at Transfiguration."

    "We sit at the same table in the library sometimes, Professor."

    Professor McGonagall brightened. It was one of those truths that seemed to imply
    so much more than was real, and Harry saw her accept it.

    In truth, he did sit and study with Granger. It was fine when all she was looking
    for was a quiet place to revise. It became worse when she wanted to talk, because all
    the things she wanted to tell him about, like facts from Hogwarts, A
    History, Harry already knew.

    "Good, then. Wonderful." Professor McGonagall smiled at him again. "Because as
    much as this is a school and a place to study, something my Gryffindors are
    apt to forget, it's also a place for making friends and living your life."

    I'll have my life back when my parents are out of hospital. "I
    understand, Professor."

    "Good. By the way, if you've read Grimesby, you might try…"

    And she talked about other books, and Harry made notes, and listened, and
    absorbed.

    

    He'd finally found a good place where he could practice his Transfiguration
    spells. It was a classroom, or what he thought had been a classroom because of the
    old tables in one corner, off one of the damper dungeon corridors. Harry spent a week
    perfecting his Locking and Silencing Charms before he moved in and set up his little
    workshop.

    He sat there with Latin books, and absorbed things. He understood now why some of
    Professor McGonagall's spells sounded different than others. Latin had different
    forms for words if they were the subject of the sentence, doing the thing, or direct
    objects—accusatives—which were affected by the subject. The professor was using two
    accusative forms instead of only one, or none at all, which a lot of more "modern"
    wizarding spells did. Grimseby's Latin in Transfiguration explained that,
    like just about everything else, the Latin words you used influenced your
    imagination. Two accusative forms of the words probably helped Professor McGonagall
    think about transforming one object into the other. After all, they weren't doing it
    of their own free will. She was doing it to both of them.

    Harry decided that he would do the same thing. And with the Latin books in hand,
    it was fairly easy to find out what the accusative form of a word should be, and
    learn it that way in his spells instead of the way that some of his first-year
    textbooks tried to teach him.

    He also did what he had to do with the Word part of the spells, since Will was no
    problem. He recited Latin words for body parts to himself, and he lay back and
    studied his hand in front of him and thought about what it looked like, how it was
    pale and red in different places, what directions his veins turned, how long his
    fingers were.

    He had decided that his left hand would be first.

    

    Life settled into a routine for Harry. He went to class, he talked with Boot and
    the others in Ravenclaw until they were satisfied and left him alone, he went to the
    library during his free periods and read as much as he could about Transfiguration
    and Healing, he went to his classroom whenever he could and practiced, and he wrote
    essays in the spare time he had around that. The essays weren't that hard, mostly
    boring. Once Harry figured out that most professors wanted you to just say things
    from the books in your own words, it became a lot easier.

    Other people did their routines, too. Boot complained about his family. Granger
    tried to tell him things he already knew—but she did at least like to listen to
    things Harry knew that she didn't, and she would usually go and get a book
    if Harry recommended one to her, which meant she would read and be quiet instead of
    bothering him. Goldstein joked with Harry. Corner became gradually less shy around
    the others, and Patil less righteous. Iverson never did stop talking, but that was
    okay, since he was also easy to distract.

    Finnigan hauled Harry over to the Gryffindor table sometimes, and Harry felt sorry
    for Longbottom, who was a pale martyr. Malfoy sneered and tried to trip Harry up.
    Snape sneered and docked him potions in Potions and assigned him detention.

    Professor McGonagall smiled at him and talked with him. Professor Flitwick told
    Harry that he needed to work on his Charms a bit more, and assigned him one extra
    essay when Harry failed utterly to understand some of the wandwork that separated
    Charms from Transfiguration. Most of the other professors just looked through him,
    or—well, they saw him, they read his essays and advised him when he did something
    wrong in class, but he wasn't important to them the way he was to Professor
    McGonagall and, for some reason, to Snape.

    Things fell into patterns that Harry knew and could use or enjoy or avoid or duck
    as he needed to. There was only one exception.

    It was an annoying one. It wasn't like Harry knew ahead of time that it would
    bother Boot.

    

    Their first flying lesson was with the Hufflepuffs, and Harry had to listen to
    bragging from everyone. Apparently they all had brooms of their own and chances of
    being chosen for the national Quidditch team in a few years. Harry didn't begrudge
    them that. He just got irritated when they tried to involve him in their
    bragging.

    "Don't you care about Quidditch at all?" Boot was saying in despair as
    they walked down towards the pitch.

    Harry was watching the sky, and the shapes of faint birds that cut the air. He
    thought they were crows. He was thinking about how he would grow crow wings from his
    back, and how they would be different from a raven's.

    "Harry!"

    "I don't, no," Harry said. "I was raised by Muggles. They never played it or let
    me know about it." Some small part of him was pleased each time he could make the
    Dursleys useful like this.

    Boot sighed. "Well, you might like flying. I don't know." His tone said that
    flying was of no use without Quidditch.

    Harry didn't care. He was mildly interested when Madam Hooch told them to hold out
    their hands and say "Up!" to have the broom jump into their hands, though. It was one
    of the few spells he had heard so far that wasn't in Latin.

    Boot and Goldstein had their brooms in seconds. Corner struggled for a minute, but
    eventually got it into his hand on the third try. Zacharias Smith was already
    proclaiming loudly how bad these brooms were compared to the ones at home, which he
    didn't seem to see was making Madam Hooch frown at him.

    "Harry?"

    "What?"

    "How did you get your broom in your hand that fast?"

    Harry shrugged. Professor McGonagall had been right about flying being an art of
    the Will. He could say the word, and he had so people wouldn't think he was a freak,
    but he didn't need to. He willed, and it was there.

    "You did it fast, too." Boot had no reason to be staring at him like he was a
    Muggle all of a sudden.

    Boot shook his head and started to say something else, but Madam Hooch said, "Now,
    I want you to sling your leg over the broom and start to rise. Gently! If
    you go fast, then I'll ground you at once."

    Some people flinched like a grounding was a beating. Harry thought they needed to
    learn something about life.

    He put his leg over the broom, and waited patiently until Madam Hooch signaled.
    Then he rose.

    The feeling that swept over him was indescribable. It was like—like he had known
    all his life that there was something missing, but not what it was. Like he had known
    instinctively he should have another direction to walk in, but only this class had
    shown him what the direction was.

    Because now he had it.

    His will and his magic seemed to flow through the broom beneath him, not like a
    wand but like the broom was a new body part. Harry flung his head back, and the broom
    moved with him. He didn't wobble. He just spun.

    "Mr. Potter!"

    Harry spun smoothly back to Madam Hooch, who was hovering in front of him. She
    frowned at him. "Go slowly, Mr. Potter. We can race in a moment."

    "Okay," Harry said. Madam Hooch moved away to help Lisa Turpin with her grip, and
    Harry watched her fly. It was like that, he thought. Fast and whipping. That was the
    way he should be flying.

    But he did have to wait, until everyone was hovering to Madam Hooch's satisfaction
    and she came back to the front of the class and looked at them like a hawk.

    "Since some of our students seem to want to race," she said, and looked
    off to the side, "I propose a contest. Mr. Boot, Mr. Potter, will you fly over here
    in front of me, please?"

    Harry dipped a little as he flew, because he had to make a swoop or he would just
    fling all caution to the winds and zoom off on his own. Boot looked at him with
    compassion as he eased up next to Harry. "Don't worry. You'll get better at it as
    time goes on."

    Harry blinked, and then realized Boot thought his dip was just evidence of fear or
    something like that. He tried not to smile. "Yes, I know."

    "Race to the Whomping Willow," said Madam Hooch, and pointed towards an enormous
    tree on the edge of the Forbidden Forest. "Circle above the tree, not
    around—it's easy to provoke—and then come back to me. Pay attention to your
    form."

    Harry wondered for a second why a tree, of all things, would be easy to provoke,
    but then Madam Hooch blew her whistle. Boot sped away in front of him, bent over the
    broom as if it was a horse and he was whispering things in its ear.

    Harry didn't need to bend over. There was no broom. There was just him. He took
    off the chains that he'd been keeping on his speed.

    The world blurred.

    There was up and there was down and there was the Whomping Willow, and everything
    else was unimportant. Harry soared straight past Boot and then around above the
    Whomping Willow. It was torture to stop there, but grace to make the circle. Harry
    felt as though he'd never understood things about wind until now, the way it could
    hit his cheek and make his eyelashes flutter.

    He smiled.

    He bore back, and passed Boot, who was still on the way there, and came riding
    straight at Madam Hooch. She held up her hand. Somewhere in the midst of his
    exhilaration, Harry remembered he was supposed to stop. So he did.

    But it was torture, like someone had locked him in his cupboard on a bright and
    sunny day. Harry sat back with a soft gasp and shook his head.

    Madam Hooch eyed him for a long moment, then nodded. "Most impressive,
    Mr. Potter," she said. "I daresay that your House Quidditch Captain might want you to
    try out for the team."

    Harry blinked and touched the broom. "I don't know anything about Quidditch,
    though. I don't want to play. I just like flying."

    Madam Hooch's face softened a little. "Well. You'll learn plenty in this
    class."

    "Harry!"

    Harry turned his head. Boot was beside him again, and he pointed one accusing
    finger. He was very red in the face. "You said you grew up with
    Muggles!"

    "I did."

    "No one raised by Muggles could fly like that!"

    "Well, I was and I did."

    Boot just looked at him with betrayed eyes. Harry felt like they were back in the
    Charms classroom that morning weeks ago after the breakfast where he'd sat with the
    Gryffindors. Except this time, Harry really didn't understand what he'd done, and he
    didn't feel inclined to do what Boot wanted just so he would stop talking about
    it.

    "I've known plenty of excellent Muggleborn flyers, Mr. Boot," Madam Hooch
    intervened just then. "I'll thank you to remember that who you're raised by has
    nothing to do with innate skill." She turned and smiled at Harry. "And you, Mr.
    Potter. That was a stunning display. As I said, you may want to speak to your
    Quidditch Captain."

    Harry only nodded to make it look as if he would. Then he hovered off to the side
    as Madam Hooch chose Patil and Zacharias Smith to race.

    "It's not fair, you know."

    Harry glanced at Boot. "What isn't fair?"

    "You're so good at flying, and you don't care about Quidditch." Boot faced him and
    leaned forwards on his broom again, but this time he just folded his hands above the
    bristles and put his chin down on them with a deep sigh. "And you're good at Potions,
    but you don't care about the bad marks and detentions Snape gives you. And you're so
    good at Transfiguration that you get to do advanced lessons with McGonagall—"

    "Professor McGonagall." It popped out before Harry could stop
    himself.

    "Oh, stop sounding like Granger. Anyway, why don't you care more about it?"

    Harry sighed. Give a little to get a little. Give a bit of information to
    make Boot go away and stop bothering him. "You want to know what I care about? I care
    about my parents. I want to know what life would have been like if I could live with
    them. I wonder all the time if they would be proud of me. If I end up being good at
    Quidditch, well, Professor McGonagall said my father was good at Quidditch. I would
    only be happy because I'd be close to my dad. Not because I like Quidditch."

    Boot's face changed as he spoke. "Oh," he said finally. He swallowed, and tried to
    say something, but ended up repeating, "Oh."

    Harry nodded, and turned to watch as the second race finished up, Patil
    leading.

    

    Flying was a joy and a wonder, but also a distraction. The real joy was when Harry
    was lying on his back in the abandoned classroom with words swimming in front of his
    eyes and spells in his head and his wand flowing like an extension of his arm.

    Because he was going to get his parents back, and then he would be
    happy.

    Near the end of the term, with Christmas holidays around the corner (Harry had
    signed up to stay at school, and Professor McGonagall had promised to take him to St.
    Mungo's), Harry knew he was ready. He felt as he had when he was flying, clear cold
    air in his lungs and tingling in his chest. He stood up and faced the far wall where
    the desks were piled. Behind him, his little conjured fire shone, providing him with
    plenty of light and a shadow silhouette of his wand movements, so he could watch them
    as extra reassurance.

    He swallowed some of the clear cold feeling and recited the spell he'd pieced
    together out of Transfiguration hints and Latin declension paradigms.

    "Commuto ungues hominis ungues tigridis."

    There was a long moment of stretching and pulling, and Harry looked at the shadow
    before he looked down at his hand.

    It hurt. But Harry knew pain. He had clenched the fingers of his left hand and
    thought about the pain he felt when they curled. He had thought about the time Dudley
    had slammed his fingers in a door and almost broken them, remembering it as perfectly
    as he could. He knew the height of his knuckles and the look of his nails now.

    He watched as his fingernails hooked and curved, pale and long now, and then they
    were sharper at the ends than normal. The little half-moons at the bottom of his
    human nails vanished. His hand widened and grew blunter, because Harry knew that he
    could claw something better if he didn't have just ordinary fingers with claws
    growing out of them.

    The pain faded. Harry lifted his hand and admired the soft glow of the claws in
    the firelight for a moment. They were almost the same color as his human nails, but
    more ivory-like, without a sheen of pink.

    Then he turned towards the stone wall. He could have practiced on parchment or
    cloth first—he had samples of both here—but he wanted to see something else.

    He ran at the wall. It felt like he was flying, again. And then he leaped, and
    brought his hand down as hard as he could, and scored his claws down the stone.

    It felt so different from the way it would have felt if he'd been trying
    his own nails against it that Harry jolted. And then he heard the soft scree
    and saw a single spark fly free.

    When he stepped back, there were five long, pale scratches down the stone
    wall.

    The dungeon classroom echoed with Harry's laugh of joy.

  


  
    7. The First Christmas That Mattered
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    Chapter Seven—The First Christmas That Mattered

    Harry checked his gifts for his parents one more time. They were both wrapped in
    multiple layers of paper, and no matter how many times he shook them, he didn't hear
    any noise coming out of them. He smiled, remembering the way Dudley would shake his
    own presents, and walked down to the common room.

    No one else was there. Only two or three other Ravenclaws had stayed for the
    holiday, and that didn't include any of Harry's roommates. Professor McGonagall had
    said she would meet him outside Ravenclaw Tower. Harry opened the door,
    half-wondering if she would be late.

    But no, she was there, turning towards him with a pleased nod. "Do you have
    everything you want to take, Mr. Potter?"

    "Yes, Professor." Harry patted the gifts one more time. The one for his mum was in
    green paper, like her eyes. The one for his dad was in red and gold paper for
    Gryffindor. He saw Professor McGonagall looking at them with a hint of sadness.

    When she met his gaze, she looked away a second later. "You know they will most
    likely not be able to respond to the presents, Mr. Potter?" she asked in a
    thick-sounding voice.

    "I know, Professor," Harry said gently. He was surprised that he had to be gentle
    with Professor McGonagall, who was always so stern. "But I'll know I gave
    them, and that's what counts."

    Professor McGonagall breathed out. "I hope so," she said, which Harry thought was
    an odd response, but he didn't say anything. Professor McGonagall took his hand and
    led him gently towards her office, where she had a Floo connection that would take
    them to St. Mungo's.

    

    "See, this is for you, Mum."

    Minerva closed her eyes. She was near tears more often than most people would
    know; sometimes she felt teary reading about the achievements of past Transfiguration
    experts and what heights they had reached in the art. But the worst moment of her
    life—well, at least one of the worst—was standing there while Harry Potter held out a
    green-wrapped package towards his unresponsive mother, and chattered to her as if she
    was looking at him.

    In fact, Minerva saw when she looked again, Lily's eyes were fixed on the package.
    But Minerva knew that was only because she had happened to be glancing in that
    direction when Harry waved the gift in front of her eyes. That didn't mean she had
    any interest in it, or any response.

    Harry went on talking as if she did. "And see, this is what I got you." He
    unwrapped the package, not seeming to care that Lily simply lay in bed with her hands
    at her sides, not reaching out at all. When he opened the box, Minerva stepped
    nearer, curious. She knew Harry had probably simply owl-ordered the gift, but she
    wondered if he'd had enough Galleons. Being in debt to goblins or shopkeepers wasn't
    something she wished for him.

    The small wooden flower Harry lifted out of the box made Minerva's breath catch.
    It was a lily—of course it was. It must have been the work of a skilled carver.
    Minerva could see the outline of each petal, even down to the fact that they subtly
    pointed different ways, which the petals of a real lily would.

    "It's lovely, Harry," Minerva said, supplying the commentary that would never come
    from Lily. "Where did you buy it?"

    Harry jumped and turned to stare at her as if she had forgotten she was there. For
    a second, his eyes were wide. Then he shook his head and said, "One of my roommates
    has a cousin who does wood-carving. I ordered it from him."

    "It will be a good token for her," Minerva said softly, and watched as Harry laid
    the lily on the table near his mother's bed. For some reason, she felt as if a little
    bell were being rung in the back of her head, or as though someone was ruffling her
    whiskers when she was in cat-form. Something about the lily…

    "And this is for you, Dad," Harry said, moving over to James's bed and opening the
    box in red and gold.

    This was also wood, a tiny carving of a broom with glasses perched on the
    bristles. Minerva smiled. She had never seen something so whimsical. "You ordered
    that one from the same place?"

    Harry gave her a sideways, cautious glance. "Yes, Professor."

    Minerva nodded. Something of the same current of magic distracted her, sighing as
    it passed over her. What could it be? It wasn't as though she thought Harry
    would be giving Dark artifacts as gifts to his parents.

    "Do give me the name of that young man," she said. "I might like to order some of
    those wooden pieces myself."

    

    Harry felt his face freeze.

    You should have known this would get you in trouble, said a nagging voice
    in the back of his head that sounded like Aunt Petunia. Harry hadn't heard it since
    he came to Hogwarts, but then, he'd been a little more careful than that since he
    went to school. You shouldn't have said anything at all. Give her some vague
    answer. Say you bought it from Diagon Alley.

    But Harry would have to admit the truth. He hadn't because lying had seemed
    simpler. But he had nothing to offer Professor McGonagall as far as the name of a
    carver, because these pieces hadn't been carved. He had simply thought she wouldn't
    question the lie, because no one had ever cared enough about what Harry did to ask
    questions like that.

    "Mr. Potter?"

    Harry touched the broom one more time and turned around again. Professor
    McGonagall was watching him with a look that seemed baffled, as if she thought he was
    breaking the rules, but couldn't comprehend what rules those were.

    "I was stretching the truth, Professor McGonagall," he muttered, gaze on the
    floor. "I didn't buy those pieces from anywhere."

    "I don't think you would have stolen them."

    She still sounded confused, but that could turn to anger any second. Harry knew
    that from long experience with adults. He braced himself. "No, Professor McGonagall.
    I Transfigured them. From a lily and a little model of a broom with glasses on it
    that I made of paper."

    There was silence. Harry listened fiercely to his parents' breathing. No matter
    what, he thought, they were still his parents and they wouldn't be
    disappointed in him. Not like the Dursleys, not like Professor McGonagall might be
    now.

    "Harry. Look at me."

    Harry jumped at the sound of her first name and turned to meet her eyes. Professor
    McGonagall was bending down in front of him, studying his face. Maybe she wanted to
    make sure he was telling the truth now, Harry thought.

    "I only wanted to know what you were doing," Professor McGonagall whispered.
    "Where you got the gifts." For a moment, she waited, and then she reached out and put
    her hand on his hair, because Harry supposed he hadn't answered her quickly enough
    for her liking. "And I want to know why you lied."

    Harry knew he had no choice now. But he still couldn't tell the professor the real
    reason. There was no doubt that she would tell him, sadly, that his parents couldn't
    be cured. And Harry didn't intend to accept that.

    Luckily, there was another reason that was closer to the truth right now, and also
    a lot less dangerous.

    "Because it's advanced Transfiguration," Harry said. "I thought you would get
    worried about me practicing outside of class."

    Professor McGonagall smiled at him and shook her head. Her hand stayed on the top
    of his head. Harry tensed, but didn't throw it off. If he had to endure that strange
    touch to get through this, then he would.

    "I'm not frightened," Professor McGonagall said. "I am enormously proud
    of you, Mr. Potter. I had no idea you could do something like this." She reached out
    and picked up his mum's gift, turning it over in her hand. "Of course, changing
    flowers into other materials is something I teach my students, but few of them can
    manage something this perfect. The weight of the wood settling on the petals usually
    alters their angle and damages them. This looks like a living lily."

    Harry slowly relaxed. Maybe the professor wasn't about to yell at him after all.
    "So you don't mind even though I didn't do it in class?"

    "No." Professor McGonagall put the lily back down. "But when we go back to
    Hogwarts, I do have a few questions for you, Mr. Potter."

    Harry nodded, and turned to visit with his parents. Because "when we go back to
    Hogwarts" wasn't "now," and he needed to fill his eyes and ears with memories of his
    parents to get him through the next few months without them.

    

    Minerva waited until they were back in her office and she'd called up some tea and
    biscuits from the house-elves to speak to Harry. Harry didn't eat. He kept looking
    warily between her and the tray instead, as if he assumed he would get scolded the
    minute he reached for the food.

    "Please, eat," Minerva said at last, when long minutes had passed and Harry hadn't
    relaxed. "It'll make me sick if I eat all this by myself, and I'd feel compelled. I
    don't want good food to go to waste."

    That got the tiniest smile out of Harry, and he chose a white chocolate biscuit
    and chewed on the corner of it. Minerva watched him, and tried to understand.

    He was such a silent child. So self-possessed. So solitary. Minerva had thought
    earlier in the term that some of it came from being at a new school and around
    magical people for the first time in his life, but now, she couldn't hide the truth
    from herself. This was the real Harry Potter, walking around like a little adult and
    looking at the biscuit as if he thought it would explode any second.

    What made him so distrustful?

    Unfortunately, Minerva thought she knew the answer, and none of the letters she
    had written so far to the Wizengamot had stirred any interest. Children should be
    raised by family; Harry Potter was with family, and there was no one else who could
    have taken him that was more nearly related; therefore, he was where he should
    be.

    Minerva knew her world's prejudice in favor of family, and most of the time, she
    approved of it. Children should grow up with their aunts and uncles and
    cousins if they couldn't know their parents, to give them people who knew their
    parents and other children to play with. Even grandparents might not be as good,
    because they were likely to be a lot older than parents' siblings and wouldn't have
    as much energy.

    Then Harry came along and confounded all her explanations.

    Minerva sighed. She would just have to keep trying.

    "When did you start developing such advanced skill in Transfiguration, Mr.
    Potter?" she asked. "You haven't shown it in class." Harry's Transfigurations in
    class were perfectly acceptable, but always a little off—the match still had a gleam
    of silver in it, the teacup he was supposed to change from china into wood was still
    fragile—and he never completed the spell first. That was always Miss Granger or Mr.
    Malfoy or Mr. Smith.

    "I can't do that kind of Transfiguration right the first time."

    "Why?"

    "Because I don't care about it that much, Professor McGonagall." Harry's voice was
    soft enough that Minerva had to lean near him to hear it. "Transforming one object
    into another object is fine, but it's not—it's not important. I want to
    learn how to Transfigure living things."

    Minerva frowned a little. "One of the great lessons of academic life, Mr. Potter,"
    she said, and picked up a dark chocolate biscuit, "is mustering an intellectual
    interest in things that don't interest you much emotionally. You should be able to do
    my lessons well, with that innate talent you have, even if you like some of them
    better than others."

    Harry watched her from under his hair. Minerva wondered if he ever cut it. Well,
    he must, sometimes, or it would have grown past his shoulders by now. But he never
    seemed to cut his fringe, and he looked at people from underneath it like a
    sheepdog.

    Perhaps that will be his Animagus form. By now, based on his skills that
    would have done a fifth-year student proud, Minerva was certain he would become an
    Animagus someday.

    But she also needed to caution him about some of the dangerous areas his
    enthusiasm could lead him into. With a nod to encourage Harry to eat his biscuit,
    Minerva leaned back in her chair and spoke softly.

    "Transfiguring living things is impressive, Mr. Potter, but it will become
    ethically chancy once you get much beyond changing flowers into wood and temporarily
    creating animals from objects like combs. Changing one animal into another when you
    are an inexperienced wizard can result in great pain for that animal." She paused,
    even though Harry only sat there like a polite shell and showed no response. "I don't
    think you would ever want to cause pain to an animal."

    For an instant, there was hurt in Harry's eyes that made them look like cracked
    glass. But it was gone again, before Minerva could find the words to ask what it was
    about. Harry only said, "No, Professor McGonagall," and drained his tea.

    "And human experimentation…" Minerva sighed. "I lost my temper once when I was
    thirteen, Mr. Potter. One of my classmates was taunting me about my father, and I
    changed his ears into rabbit ears. It was a combination of true Transfiguration and
    accidental magic, and it took Professor Dumbledore most of the term to change them
    back."

    "Why was he taunting you about your father, Professor McGonagall?"

    Strange child. Why ask about that, instead of about the theory of why the
    spell lasted so long? I know he's interested in theory. "My father was a Muggle,
    Mr. Potter." Minerva shook old sadness away and added, "Blood prejudice was more
    active in the time I was a young witch at school than it is now."

    "Blood prejudice is stupid."

    Minerva felt her eyebrows creep higher. There was passion lurking behind
    his words, and she had no idea why. It frustrated her. "It is indeed, Mr. Potter. But
    do try to use a higher order of language. And thought," she added. "Think about your
    Transfigurations before you do them."

    For a single instant, Harry's eyes met hers. Then they dropped. "Yes,
    Professor."

    "That is not to devalue your skill." Minerva leaned towards him. After the
    criticism, the praise. "You have a stronger talent than anyone I have seen in two
    decades, Mr. Potter. You will make a skilled wizard indeed."

    

    Good. Then maybe I can heal my parents.

    Harry went back to the Ravenclaw Tower with Professor McGonagall's words whirring
    in his head. He planned to read up on some more Transfiguration theory and then go
    down to his workroom in the dungeons. He had a spell he'd practiced the wand
    movements over and over for, and he thought he was finally ready to try it.

    When he entered his bedroom, he paused for a second. There was something wrong
    with his bed. For an instant, Harry thought some kind of glittery creature had crept
    in and thrown up in it.

    Then he made out the shapes of boxes behind the brightly-colored paper. Harry took
    another step closer and stared. They were gifts.

    Gifts from Boot, and Goldstein, and Corner, and Patil, and Smith, for some bizarre
    reason. A slender package that had a note attached to it, but no name. And Professor
    McGonagall, and Finnigan.

    Harry shook his head. He could feel air catching in his throat. He gagged. He
    reeled another step back, and shook his head again.

    They'd all got him things. And he hadn't got them anything.

    Why had they—he didn't expect—had he somehow showed he did expect
    something? When—

    Why did they do it?

    Harry fled. He couldn't deal with this right now. At least one thing was sure, and
    he found his way to his workroom and cast the spells that would close it up without
    incident. Then he took out his wand and aimed at a broken pot in the corner that he'd
    brought from Herbology the other day with the intent of Transfiguring it.

    His hand on the wand was steady. He knew exactly what he needed to do, and he did
    it.

    "Commuto fideliam murem ex bona fide."

    The pot wavered and drew in on itself, and then Harry saw dark fur rush over it
    like a tide. Suddenly there were legs where there had been broken edges, and eyes
    popped into being above a long snout. The jagged top of the pot became a spine and
    then a long tail, and a second later a brown rat scampered to Harry's feet and stared
    up at him, squeaking.

    Harry knelt down next to it. The rat leaped into his palm and nuzzled his face
    with its whiskers. Harry closed his eyes.

    He had done it right. He knew he had.

    If he was going to get some of the ingredients he needed, and some of the
    knowledge he needed, and some of the food he needed during the summers, and stop some
    people from being obstacles in his path, he knew he would need to have help. He had
    actually intended to create a mouse first, but the pot had been big, and his
    concentration on the word "murem" not absolute. So the spell had made a rat
    instead.

    That was okay. That was fine.

    And the little addition Harry had made to the spell meant that the rat would be
    faithful and loyal to him. It would be good to have a friend he could trust.

    The rat leaned heavily against his cheek. Harry leaned back, and swallowed all the
    emotions that he couldn't deal with right now. He would stay down here until he could
    deal with them, and then he would Transfigure some things for gifts for the people
    who had got him things. If he was as good as Professor McGonagall seemed to
    think he was, that would probably be fine.

    The rat squeaked again. Harry looked at him, and blinked. He supposed he couldn't
    go on calling him "the rat."

    "Your name is Amicus," he told the rat. "Because that means 'friend' in Latin. Got
    it?"

    Amicus whipped his tail around his feet and stared at Harry with ratty adoration.
    Harry chuckled and sat down, holding Amicus close to his neck and closing his
    eyes.

    He was going to get up and make other things in a little while. He was.
    And then he would go up and deal with the gifts on the bed.

    But for right now, he would sit here and be happy about having one pet Uncle
    Vernon would never get the chance to hurt. Besides, if Harry played things right,
    Amicus would actually help him get revenge on Uncle Vernon.

    "Revenge," Harry said softly. "Would you like that?"

    Amicus squeaked.
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    This is the first of a small series of transition chapters, covering the time from
    Harry's first year to his fifth.

    Chapter Eight—Best Served Cold (Part One)

    "I never knew you could carve like that." Boot sounded choked-up, for some reason.
    Harry lowered his book and turned to him, trying to look like he understood what Boot
    was talking about. "Thank you."

    Then Harry saw the wooden owl Boot balanced on his palm. It was the Transfigured
    paper owl Harry had made and sent to him for Christmas. Harry hadn't thought it took
    much effort, and surely Boot would sense that. After all, Harry had been reading so
    much about animals that drawing and folding pictures of them was easy.

    "You're welcome," said Harry, and because Boot kept looking at him and seemed to
    expect something, he put a smile on his face. "Thanks for the sweets you got me."

    Boot lunged at him suddenly. Harry almost raised his wand, but Boot just grabbed
    him around the waist and hugged him wildly. Harry stared over his head and patted his
    back and hoped Boot would let him go soon.

    He did, although not soon enough to prevent Harry from feeling like he should
    shake himself and check to make sure that he still had all his skin—or Boot had all
    his brain cells. "You really do care," said Boot, and smiled at Harry. "You really
    are my friend."

    Harry didn't see any reason to say he wasn't. After all, Boot had got that gift
    for him, and the way he worried about Harry seemed to say he was concerned about him,
    for some reason. So he shrugged and said, "You're welcome. I am."

    "Good," said Boot, and spent the rest of the evening talking to him about several
    charms he didn't understand. Harry tried to help as best as he could. He really
    wasn't as good at Charms as Transfiguration, though. He just didn't spend that much
    time studying it, and whenever he'd mastered the charm Flitwick was showing them this
    week, he would repeat Latin names to himself and read a book about animals under the
    desk anyway.

    Boot did look a little startled when Amicus launched himself from the bed to
    Harry's shoulder and sat there grooming his fur, but then he smiled. "You're making
    friends with someone else, too."

    "Yes," Harry said, and the way he touched Amicus seemed to say something else to
    Boot, too, because his smile got wider.

    Harry thought that people were strange.

    

    The next time Harry managed to produce an animal with an incantation, it was a
    mouse. Amicus waddled up to it—really, he was getting too fat with all the food Harry
    gave him—and touched his nose to the mouse's whiskers, then squeaked his
    approval.

    Harry relaxed. He hadn't realized how much he'd waited for that approval until
    Amicus actually gave it.

    For months, Harry had been studying a book that he'd found on the border of the
    Restricted Section in the library, one that seemed to have been left there by
    mistake. It didn't have any illegal spells in it. Professor McGonagall had taught
    Harry some signs for recognizing illegal spells—anything that talked about pain, for
    one thing, and anything that talked about body fluids collected from other people—and
    this book had nothing like that. It was just about shaping Transfigured animals to
    your desires.

    Harry could do what he'd wanted with some of the spells in here. He could change
    rags and bits of wood and thorns and other things he collected into mice. He could
    make them all loyal to him, and even faster than normal mice, if he had the patience
    to hold still and enchant them one by one.

    And sneakier. And smarter.

    Harry looked down at the mouse, who had come up beside Amicus and sat there
    watching Harry with small, bright eyes. Harry nodded gravely back to him.

    He was going to have an army of mice. And they would increase on their own, if he
    made them carefully. Transfigured animals, Harry had discovered in his reading,
    couldn't usually have babies. They weren't made carefully enough; people didn't
    imagine wombs and genitalia and all the rest of the things Harry was finding in his
    careful reading.

    And he could do lots of things with an army of mice, besides learn more
    about Transfiguration. Harry did know that he wanted revenge, on the Dursleys and
    other people. He'd been careful not to do or think much about it, though, because it
    would get in the way if he couldn't do anything about it, and his goal of healing his
    parents was always going to be more important.

    If he had an army of mice, though…

    Harry smiled, and Amicus sat up on his haunches. The mouse followed a second
    later, glancing sideways as if it wanted to learn how by imitating Amicus.

    

    "I hope you don't think things are going to be any different just because you have
    Dudley's old bedroom, boy."

    Things are going to be a lot different, Harry thought. He could feel
    Amicus in his pocket, and his trunk was packed full of mice shrunken enough that they
    could fit through a keyhole. But he only nodded and said, "Yes, sir," when Uncle
    Vernon glared at him through the car mirror.

    Uncle Vernon grumbled and swore and talked to himself some more. But Harry got
    what he wanted: his wand and trunk and Amicus and a few of his Transfiguration books
    into his bedroom. Uncle Vernon would have taken the trunk to lock in the cupboard,
    but Harry had already prepared for that. He'd Transfigured a bit of dust into a wasp
    on the train, and when he set it free of his pocket near the door, Aunt Petunia—who
    hated them—was so hysterical that Harry sneaked his things right past her.

    Best of all, the Dursleys didn't know that Harry couldn't do magic during the
    holidays. So by the time Uncle Vernon did figure out that Harry had his wand, he was
    too nervous to take it away from him.

    Harry sat down on Dudley's old bed and looked around. Last summer, he'd only seen
    the broken toys and wondered what it would be like if they were whole and he could
    play with them. Now, he saw the room as full of things he could Transfigure. And he
    smiled.

    Amicus popped out of his pocket and sat on his knee. Harry stroked his fur and
    tapped his fat belly.

    "You're going to lose some of that, running around," he told him.

    

    "No breakfast."

    The Dursleys said that. But bacon disappeared from their kitchen and appeared on
    Harry's bed, carried by a rat who had got good at popping in and out under Harry's
    door.

    "No lunch!"

    Aunt Petunia said that, wagging her frying pan back and forth as if trying to
    frighten Harry into compliance. But tiny mice bolted into the kitchen and came back
    with lettuce that Aunt Petunia had put out for sandwiches and then forgotten about
    because she was leaning out the window to watch a neighbor, and the end pieces of the
    bread that none of the Dursleys wanted and didn't care to pay attention to, and
    slices of tomato that Dudley rejected when his mum tried to put him on a diet. Harry
    had a nice sandwich, looking out the window and murmuring Latin names for plants to
    himself.

    "No dinner!"

    Uncle Vernon bellowed that at him when he started getting suspicious about the
    disappearing food, but he also knew that Harry had been locked in his bedroom all
    day, so he couldn't blame him. But Amicus showed himself, once, to frighten Aunt
    Petunia, who ran screaming hysterically out of the kitchen, and most of the steak
    disappeared upstairs. Harry had eaten it in three bites, and given what remained to
    Amicus and the mice, and then they had all disappeared into the trunk and into the
    small shadows that rodents found to hide in, so by the time Uncle Vernon came
    storming upstairs, Harry was lying on the bed staring listlessly at the ceiling.

    They tried putting Harry on one can of cold soup a day. Mice had already escaped
    into a neighbor's garden and triumphantly carried off strawberries growing there, and
    others had gone across the street and found an apple tree that Amicus had climbed.
    Harry had to teach him how to yank on stems, but once he understood that, there was a
    merry fall of apples into the garden and a steady stream of them coming back to Harry
    through the window. The bars the Dursleys had put on the window wouldn't have let
    Harry climb out between them, but they were more than wide enough to admit fruit.

    Harry gave most of his soup to Amicus, who liked it better than he did, the fat
    little thing.

    It was amazing, the places mice and rats could go, and other than the
    times that Amicus appeared to scare the piss out of Aunt Petunia, no one ever noticed
    them. Harry thought of something Professor McGonagall had told him about animals, and
    why so many wizards found Transfiguring objects into them hard to master:

    "Most people don't pay much attention to animals, Mr. Potter, other than their own
    pets. Even we, who live closer to them than Muggles do, don't know as much as we once
    would have, in the days when horses pulled our carriages and dogs hunted our rats and
    hawks hunted prey for us. We keep magical creatures at a distance except in
    specialized contexts like a few classes and potions shops. And chopping up an animal
    for the apothecary is hardly the best way to learn about it. We have exiled animals
    from our world."

    Harry noticed them, though. He had animals fetching his food and watching him
    while he taught them things. He showed them how to break stems, what certain plants
    and leaves looked like—there were useful Potions ingredients even in a Muggle
    garden—and what fallen feathers looked like. Harry thought he might be able to trim
    some of the feathers and make his own quills. Even if he couldn't, then he would
    learn a lot about birds from looking at them and touching them and tracing their
    shapes.

    He wanted to make a bird soon.

    People said mice and rats were dirty. It was why Aunt Petunia ordered the
    exterminators to come in (Harry had already taught Amicus and the mice not to eat
    anything except what he gave them, so the exterminator's poison didn't affect them).
    Harry wondered, sometimes, what Boot or Goldstein would say, if they knew Harry was
    eating food that rats and mice had carried. He didn't think Corner would care so
    much, because he had a rat.

    But the Dursleys thought Harry was dirty, too, and a freak, and an animal.
    Sometimes Uncle Vernon even called Harry a rat when he was in a particularly bad
    mood.

    Harry just thought the food tasted delicious, and although he didn't eat as well
    as he did in Hogwarts—except when he broke out some of the food he had smuggled back
    from Hogwarts—he ate a lot better than he ever had when he lived with the
    Dursleys.

    His birthday was a surprise. But otherwise, that summer was going a lot like Harry
    had envisioned it, living with his animals and learning more about the theory of
    Transfiguration than he thought some third-years knew. He was quietly pleased with
    his life.

    

    "You know I can do nothing until either the boy or his guardians complain,
    Minerva. I am sorry, but that is the way it is."

    Minerva sat wearily back in her office chair and played Albus's final sentence
    over and over in her head. Writing letters hadn't got fast enough results for her.
    She had finally gone to Albus and told him directly her fears—and the extent of her
    small knowledge—about Harry's living situation at the Dursleys.

    Albus had listened, and Minerva had known he wasn't dismissive. In fact, his eyes
    had clouded and he'd bowed his head. He blamed himself, in part, for the condition of
    Lily and James. If he hadn't told them to go in hiding, he thought, You-Know-Who
    wouldn't have targeted the Potters.

    Minerva had nothing to say about that. She had never known exactly why the Potters
    had been targeted, or why Albus had told them to go into hiding, or why Pettigrew had
    betrayed them, except that he had been a Death Eater. She knew only what she should
    know, and she wasn't one of Albus's closest confidantes in the Order of the Phoenix,
    even if she was in Hogwarts itself. Severus was closer, among other people.

    Frank and Alice Longbottom had been closer still.

    But Albus had shaken his head slowly at the end and said, "The Wizengamot did a
    detailed search for Potter relatives, Minerva. There were none who were not either
    dead or doddering. Or—" He shivered a little. "I suspect that you would not have
    wished for his Black relatives by marriage to gain custody of the boy."

    "No," said Minerva unwillingly. Most of the Blacks had been dead, too, or married
    to Death Eaters. Walburga Black had died only seven years ago, but she had been
    insane long before the end, from the stories Sirius had told Minerva of his
    mother.

    "So. The Dursleys were the best choice, the only one that had any close blood in
    common with the boy." Albus sighed. "I could have intervened, I suppose, if I had
    known that the Dursleys might be so unsuitable, and pushed to have one of the distant
    Longbottom or Weasley relatives considered. But their blood is more distant than the
    Wizengamot found acceptable at the time, and now—you know what would happen if I
    tried to raise the issue."

    "Yes," Minerva snapped. One of the things she had learned that most annoyed her,
    when she was trying to do research on laws that might have helped Harry, was the
    horrible consequences of a badly-worded law that had been passed two decades ago. Any
    "blood past the second degree" needed to meet special considerations of age and
    suitability for raising a child. The Wizengamot had interpreted that to mean "blood
    past the second year," because the handwriting of the person who had
    transcribed the law really was that bad. Albus could only have avoided a protracted
    legal battle with the Wizengamot by acting within the first two years after the
    attack to have Harry placed with someone other than the Dursleys.

    "It's one of the things that I always meant to change, when I had time." Albus's
    voice was wistful. "In the meantime, Minerva, you could do a lot worse than you're
    doing. The boy needs a champion like you."

    "Yes," Minerva repeated, unwilling again.

    Albus had always been sensitive to her moods. "Is something wrong? Do you think
    the boy in imminent danger of death or serious wounding from his relatives?"

    Minerva hesitated, wishing she could tell him what she feared, if she even had the
    right to be afraid.

    Harry was intelligent. He was fitting in better with his House, Filius had told
    her in confidence, than he had at first. Filius had been worried about him when he
    was first Sorted. He had thought Harry was arrogant, and then he had thought he was
    shy, and then he had thought he was damaged. But he seemed reassured as Harry spent
    more time with his yearmates and asked older Ravenclaws about research and books and
    sections in the library.

    Minerva didn't see Harry as often as Filius did. She saw him only in one class.
    They'd had a few private talks, not many, including the one at Christmas. Minerva
    found Harry brilliant, not simply intelligent.

    But only when it came to Transfiguration. Filius said that he did well in Charms,
    but not as brilliantly as his Patil girl. (Minerva, who had found herself having to
    prod her Patil girl through several detentions for not completing homework,
    could only envy him). Minerva had seen for herself that Harry had marks in Potions
    below the Malfoy boy and Miss Granger, who was Minerva's pride and joy in her own
    House. Harry was apparently good at flying, but didn't spend much time at it. He was
    average in History, average in Astronomy, average in Defense Against the Dark
    Arts—although there, Minerva was more inclined to blame Quirinus's teaching.

    He was as normal as anyone could expect when he'd been brought up by abusive
    Muggles. Maybe more. If he asked Minerva questions that she thought fifth-year
    students would find challenging, well, many students had a pet obsession or hobby.
    Harry probably knew no more about Transfiguration than Ron Weasley did about
    Quidditch.

    But still, the feeling remained. Harry was so self-possessed, so quiet. Minerva
    had the strange feeling that he merely went through the motions, that school wasn't
    for him, despite the amount he was evidently learning. He was always looking towards
    something else, getting ready for something else.

    If only I knew what it was.

    "Minerva?"

    And Albus was still waiting on her, and how long had she kept him sitting there?
    Minerva shook her head. "I'm sorry, Albus. I was just trying to think of whether
    there were any open signs of the abuse that Harry would be willing to talk about, and
    I don't think so."

    "Then we can do nothing until he does complain."

    "I could write to Remus Lupin again," Minerva offered.

    "Do you think he's likely to say something different from what he did the first
    time?"

    "No," Minerva admitted stiffly. She remembered Remus as someone with a kind of
    gentle strength, which he'd used to survive being a werewolf. But she had to wonder
    now how much of his strength had been his friends. With two dead, one a traitor, and
    two of them confined to St. Mungo's for the rest of their lives, he seemed to have
    surrendered to weakness. His letter had explained, in twenty rambling paragraphs, how
    hard he found life and how it would be no life for Harry.

    "Then it would be useless." Albus shook his head. "Continue trying, Minerva, if
    you would. I know you said Mr. Potter trusts you. He might tell you things that he
    wouldn't tell anyone else. In the meantime, I have a message from Neville's
    grandmother. She said that Neville is refusing the training again."

    Minerva nodded, her chest aching. She had done what she could during the year to
    bring Neville's self-confidence to new heights, but it hadn't been enough. She
    thought that Neville answered with greater ease in her class, and he was doing
    Transfiguration spells better than before.

    That didn't make up for the way he trembled and turned pale in every other class
    except Herbology.

    "I wish our times did not demand the pain of such young ones," Albus whispered,
    and then the Floo closed.

    Minerva turned around with a more determined expression. If she could not give
    Harry immediate physical safety, she would give him mental safety. She could
    at least distract him and make his summer more interesting than it would have been
    otherwise.

    

    "BOY!"

    Harry turned his head, surprised. He'd spent most of the day in his bedroom, and
    then when Uncle Vernon came home, he'd sent Harry out to work in the garden so he
    would "stop lazing around." Harry had been out there since, pulling weeds and
    watering flowers and trimming back the rosebushes. He didn't know what Uncle Vernon
    could have found to make him so upset.

    Amicus popped his head out of Harry's pocket. Harry shoved him back down and
    hurried into the house.

    "Yes, Uncle Vernon?" he asked, and then saw the row of owls on the windowsill.

    They had all cooperated to carry large books, it looked like. The titles were
    somewhat hidden by the owls' wings and the way they were sitting, which twisted the
    books, but Harry could tell they were Transfiguration texts from the partial words he
    could see.

    He couldn't hide his smile.

    "You KNEW about this!" Uncle Vernon bellowed. He was spluttering so hard that
    spittle flecked Harry's face. "You knew—you and your owls—I am
    going to hurt you—"

    He'd threatened that before. Harry knew that most of the time, the threats didn't
    mean much. Uncle Vernon would just bluster and not actually do anything to him.

    But Harry thought he might take the books away. The way he'd taken the black
    kitten away that Harry had had once.

    Harry drew his wand.

    Uncle Vernon choked on air when he saw it. Then he backed away, shaking his hands
    in front of him and trying to say something. Aunt Petunia, who'd come into the
    drawing room to see what was going on, ended up cowering back. Harry didn't see
    Dudley around.

    Harry didn't say anything. He didn't need to say anything. He took a step
    forwards, his eyes locked on Uncle Vernon's.

    "You can't—boy, put that down—" Uncle Vernon was trying to speak in a friendly
    tone, Harry thought, but he'd been too angry for too long. A second later, he was
    back to being angry. "Put that down this instant!" he shouted, into Harry's
    face again.

    Harry lowered his wand. But this time, he held up his left hand and unsheathed his
    claws.

    It had taken him months to work out the right way to do the claws, to make sure
    they weren't obvious and they wouldn't bother him with using his hand in an ordinary
    way if he had to. But probably because the Dursleys barely looked at him anyway, they
    hadn't noticed.

    Now Harry had the claws unsheathed. They were hooked and black, more like an
    eagle's claws now than a tiger's. Harry had done some reading about birds at
    school before he had to leave for the summer. He knew an eagle could crush someone's
    hand if they struck hard enough.

    He might not have an eagle's strength because he had only changed his fingernails
    and not his entire hand, but wouldn't it be fun to find out?

    Harry was moving forwards. He could feel Amicus stirring in his pocket, but he
    would stay out of sight. He had his claws. Under his big, baggy clothes, covering him
    all over, were enormous flaps of loose skin. They would absorb some of the energy
    like cloth if Dudley punched him, or even if Uncle Vernon beat him. Harry had tried
    for stone-hard skin, but he'd only managed a little patch, near his elbow, and then
    he couldn't turn it back. He thought the pouches were better.

    He had his wand. And he had his rage.

    "Please…"

    Harry stopped. He knew that he couldn't just back down now, though, or Uncle
    Vernon would get angry and take it out on him later. So Harry said, and made his
    voice remote, "You'll let me keep the books and take them upstairs. And you won't
    touch the owls."

    "Yes. Yes."

    "You won't touch me or my things."

    "Yes. Yes."

    Harry watched Uncle Vernon a little while. Then he said, "Good," and lowered his
    hand, and sheathed the claws again. He turned away and walked over to gather the
    books for the owls. Some of them hooted in confusion and tried to look at his left
    hand. Harry shooed them gently off and took the books upstairs.

    Once he was in the safety of his room, he found the note from Professor
    McGonagall, explaining why she'd sent them.

    Harry sat there a while, thinking about that. Then he closed his eyes and sat
    there for a long time, stroking Amicus, and letting the mice gather around him.

    

    Minerva opened the note from Harry with some trepidation. It would make sense if
    Harry, independent little being that he was, just refused her gifts, even though she
    had timed them to arrive on his birthday.

    The note simply said, Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

    Over and over again.

    Minerva lowered it slowly, and breathed out through her mouth. It was strange,
    yes. But she could feel the depth of the sincerity radiating from the paper.

    The only thing I can do is teach him and try to help him. I can't predict what
    he's going to become. He might never become anything as bad as what I fear.

    And even if he does…

    Minerva squared her shoulders. She liked to think that she had pulled a few
    students from the madness or the darkness that might have consumed them after the
    first war. She could do it with another.

    He loves Transfiguration. That proves that he isn't only interested in Dark
    Arts or casting Dark spells. I'll reach him through that.
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    Chapter Nine—Best Served Cold (Part Two)

    "Mr. Potter, stay after class, please."

    Minerva walked around the desk to approach Harry, who had promptly sat down and
    was looking at her with a patient expression, as if he would wait for years if she
    wanted him to. Minerva sighed a little as she stopped in front of him. She was the
    only one who saw even that much of an expression, she thought. The other professors
    had started to complain that Harry would just sit there and stare at them with empty
    eyes, or blank ones.

    "I want to talk to you about the difficulties you're having Transfiguring one
    object into another," Minerva said. "I know you can do well. I saw you do it last
    year. It seems odd to me that you're having more problems with second-year than
    first-year work."

    Harry blinked. Then he said, "I can't sense the Wild in those objects, Professor
    McGonagall."

    "But you couldn't sense the Wild in the objects you Transfigured last year,
    either," Minerva felt compelled to point out. She tried to ignore the uneasiness that
    swirled up her spine like a cold wind. She had kept an eye on Harry since the
    beginning of the year, and the fear had climbed.

    Which was ridiculous. Because Harry did nothing overtly wrong. The only professor
    he ever received detentions from was Severus, and Minerva had come to believe that
    that was based on things like Harry having the temerity to breathe in his presence.
    He didn't sneak into the Restricted Section, he didn't seem interested in Dark Arts,
    he didn't bully other students, and he didn't cheat on exams.

    The strangeness of it, Minerva thought, was that she was used to students
    who were going wrong in one of several specific ways. This time, it was only her
    intuition with nothing else to back it up. It was like trying to explain to someone
    else exactly what the scents she smelled in her Animagus form were like.

    "Yes, I did, Professor McGonagall," said Harry, and blinked at her again. "They
    were always there."

    Minerva studied him some more, but she didn't think this was cheek. Harry spoke as
    if it was obvious, when, as far as Minerva knew, Wild had never appeared in
    any object-to-object Transfiguration. As she had told Harry a year ago, it happened
    only—if it happened at all—when one end of the Transfiguration was a living being.
    Human Transfiguration, always. Animal-into-animal or animal-into-object or
    object-into-animal, always. But not when one was changing a button into a discus, or
    a chair into a wall.

    "I want you to show me one of the Transfigurations you did last year," Minerva
    said at last, and reached down for a sheet of parchment Mr. Smith had left behind.
    She folded it carefully into a small paper cat, the one of these she was best at. She
    put the paper cat on the desk in front of Harry. "Turn it into wood."

    Harry drew his wand and stared at the cat for a second. Then he shook his head and
    looked up. "I'm sorry, Professor. I didn't do one of these. I did an owl, though. Can
    I fold a paper owl?"

    "Yes," said Minerva, and stepped back, watching intently as Harry's fingers nipped
    and tucked the paper. No, he did nothing that she could detect there. Sometimes a
    child's desire to impress a professor manifested as accidental magic that got in the
    way of their actual school performance.

    But there was none here. It was an ordinary paper owl that Harry put down on the
    desk and stepped away from.

    His body seemed to acquire a kind of stillness that Minerva had never seen in him
    before, even as quiet as he usually was. He aimed his wand at the owl and hissed out,
    "Commuto chartam lignum."

    The paper trembled and rippled as the spell raced over it. Minerva stared hard,
    and replayed the memory of the incantation she'd just heard in her mind. There was
    nothing wrong with either his Word or his Wand technique.

    His Will, she couldn't see, but she thought Harry didn't lack
    determination.

    And no matter how hard she looked, she couldn't see or sense any of the Wild.

    Harry opened his eyes. Minerva hadn't seen them close, but she was struck by what
    she saw in them when they were open. There was a bottomless well of purpose there, as
    though Harry was going to do whatever was necessary no matter what. Minerva felt it
    like a dagger pressed against her throat.

    Yes, she could safely say there was nothing wrong with his Will.

    Minerva reached out a hand, as if she could help Harry with the weight that
    determination must put on his life. But by then, the spell had already struck the
    paper owl and splashed back. The owl swayed but remained in place.

    Harry blinked. "I should have been able to do that," he said. "There was Wild
    there last time. There must have been." He shrugged a little and turned back
    to Minerva. "Do you think I should practice, Professor?"

    Yes. I don't know why you need to practice, but I know there is
    something wrong here.

    "Yes," Minerva said aloud, and rose from her half-seat on the table. She would
    have liked to spend more time talking with Harry, but she had a training session with
    Mr. Longbottom coming up. Albus was concerned that the boy's lack of Transfiguration
    skills might hinder him in future battles with You-Know-Who. Minerva had to admit
    there was something to that. The boy's battle with the troll last year would have
    been much easier if he could have Transfigured something instead of simply hitting
    the troll with the club. Even that Charm had been hard for him. "Small objects only.
    Transform buttons into different kinds of buttons, rags into handkerchiefs, pieces of
    rope into pieces of string. Can you do that?"

    "Yes, Professor." Harry didn't seem disturbed. He gathered up his books and
    slipped out of the classroom.

    Minerva watched him go, the worry stirring to life in her again. From the way she
    had come to understand Harry, he should have been upset at the failure of
    his spell. He cared too much about success to simply accept such a failure.

    But instead, he had…gone on.

    Minerva couldn't spare too much time worrying about it, though. She recognized Mr.
    Longbottom's footsteps outside the door, and had to arrange her face in as calm and
    welcoming a smile as possible, so she wouldn't frighten the poor boy further.

    

    "You never did talk to the Captain about getting on the Quidditch team,"
    Boot said, and flopped on Harry's bed beside him, scowling at him.

    Harry, who had been petting Amicus while he studied a book of spells that would
    change the mice's physical characteristics, turned and blinked in surprise. "Er, no,
    I didn't," he said finally. He was surprised Boot was bringing this up now, instead
    of the last argument they'd had.

    (Boot thought Harry spent too much time studying. Harry had slipped the cover from
    a larger book of fairy tales over his smaller fifth-year Transfiguration one, a trick
    he'd pulled sometimes with the Dursleys when he'd stolen one of Dudley's books. Boot
    had found out and been upset. Harry didn't understand why he had even wanted to
    look).

    "Don't you want to be on the Quidditch team?"

    At least it seemed Boot was giving him time to explain. Harry rolled on his back
    and let Amicus climb up and set on his stomach, something he liked doing and couldn't
    do a lot because Harry was usually sitting up while he studied. "No," he said.

    "Why not?"

    Goldstein looked over at them curiously. He was involved in his Defense essay at
    the moment, but Harry knew from experience that he might come over and get involved
    in the conversation. He got bored of Defense essays quickly. At least this year, with
    this teacher, Harry couldn't blame him.

    Harry tried to keep his voice low as he said, "Because I don't really like
    Quidditch. I like flying, but that's not the same thing. And I would rather spend my
    time studying than playing Quidditch."

    Boot sat up and stared hard at Harry. Harry squinted back, and let Amicus nibble
    around his fingers.

    "I was right," said Boot a second later, shaking his head. "There is something
    wrong with you."

    Harry shut his eyes. He was trying to remind himself that this was Boot, not the
    Dursleys, and hear those words in a voice that wasn't theirs. "What do you mean?"

    "Who wants to study instead of play Quidditch?"

    "Me."

    "I didn't mean that." Boot bounced impatiently on Harry's bed, making Harry glad
    that there was so much space under them. That was where his mice hid. "You've been
    here a year, Harry, but I can't remember seeing you do anything but study.
    Well, and help me study."

    "And go to meals," Harry said. "And the bathroom, and class, and detention—"

    "That doesn't count," said Boot. "Everyone does that." He scowled for a second.
    "You're even different with detention. Everyone who's worth anything knows that you
    don't deserve the amount Snape gives you."

    Harry shrugged, and said nothing. If the book he was reading could deliver on what
    it promised, he would get some revenge on Snape.

    "You worry me," Boot said softly, and bent over to look into Harry's eyes.
    Goldstein had gone back to his essay, so Harry lay still and let him do it. "I think
    the real question we need to ask is why you're only interested in studying."

    "No," said Harry. "The real question we need to ask is why it worries you so
    much."

    Boot sighed and flopped out so he was lying beside Harry. He scratched Amicus's
    back. Amicus made no objection, but then, he was neutral to people Harry tolerated.
    "Because I think you ought to have a life?"

    "Why would playing Quidditch be a life?" Harry had to ask. "I mean, more than
    Gobstones or chess? If I was interested in them, would you be satisfied, or does it
    have to be Quidditch for you not to be worried?"

    He let his voice get sharp on the last words, because he was honestly pretty
    exasperated. Boot rolled over and looked at Harry thoughtfully. "Chess could be a
    start. Do you want to learn how to play chess?"

    "No."

    "Then I'm still worried."

    Harry sighed and looked away from Boot. "You don't have to be," he said, and his
    voice was still sharp. "I'm not going to do anything that would lose House points for
    Ravenclaw. Or get you in trouble. Or Anthony or Michael."

    He thought that would satisfy Boot, but for some reason, it only made him sit up
    with an arrested expression on his face. "That," he said quietly. "You really
    think—you think that's the only reason I'm concerned about you?"

    "What else could it be?" Harry asked, baffled. It wasn't like Boot knew how bad
    his life with the Dursleys was, or how much Harry wanted his parents back.

    Boot said, "You—" and stopped. He stared at Harry with the weirdest expression on
    his face, and then he turned away and walked over to his bed. He shut the curtains
    behind him without a glance at Harry.

    "You messed up, mate."

    That was Corner, who so rarely said something like that Harry turned around.
    "Why?" he asked, so exasperated by now that it hurt a little. "I only told him the
    truth."

    Corner gave him one more solemn look, and then curled up with his own Charms
    essay. Goldstein had drawn his curtains, too.

    Harry shook his head and pulled his own curtains shut. Amicus squeaked at him and
    rubbed his nose against Harry's cheek.

    "Humans are strange," Harry told him earnestly, before paying more
    attention to his book. Making mice thirsty was probably exactly what he needed.

    

    Harry slipped quietly out of Ravenclaw Tower. He had grown more and more used to
    doing that over the last few months, and now, it was even easier. Since the monster
    from the Chamber of Secrets, whatever it was, had paralyzed Filch's cat, most of the
    students went everywhere in groups or huddled together in their common rooms as much
    as possible. No one was outside to see where Harry went.

    That must be at least partially because Boot isn't talking to me as
    much.

    Harry sighed a little. Part of him regretted that. Boot was acting as though
    they'd had a major fight, like the ones Harry and Dudley used to have, snapping at
    Harry all the time and slapping his books down on the table in every class except
    Transfiguration and Potions, because neither Professor McGonagall nor Snape would
    have tolerated that. And the other Ravenclaws were sort of drifting away from Harry,
    too.

    But not as much as they are from Longbottom.

    Harry shook his head as he moved quietly towards the dungeons. The poor boy.
    Everyone thought he was the Heir of Slytherin, simply because he'd talked to a snake
    at the Dueling Club. Harry admired him for being a Parselmouth. It would sure be a
    useful gift, to be able to speak directly to animals instead of having to work around
    them with spells the way Harry did.

    And Harry thought animals were better than people, anyway.

    But as sorry as Harry felt for Longbottom, he couldn't help him. He had his own
    quest. Longbottom's quest was to destroy the Evil Lord Dudders. Harry hoped he
    would.

    Harry reached the dungeons without running into anyone, and stopped in a small
    alcove to empty his pockets of mice. They scurried in front of him, keeping to the
    shadows, darting back to squeak in a specific pattern if anyone was up ahead. But
    Harry only had to hide once, and he finished the journey in front of Snape's
    quarters.

    Or, more specifically, the closed door of Snape's private supply of potions.

    It had taken some spying through mice and on his own to find out that it existed,
    and where the door was. Harry had known that Snape kept finished potions, of course.
    But they might all have been in his office, or his quarters, or in the hospital wing.
    Harry hadn't known for sure there was a separate door in the dungeon walls until he
    sent Amicus to actually check.

    Harry knelt down and cast a wary look at Snape's quarters. He knew Snape wasn't
    there, because he was supervising a detention for Ron Weasley and Longbottom. Still,
    there might have been a spying portrait or detection spells that would find him.

    Nothing scraped. Nothing shrieked. Harry finally turned back to the dungeon door
    and turned out one more pocket. These were specially altered mice, Transfigured a
    fortnight ago and filled with the spells in the book Harry had been reading. They had
    sleek black fur and shining eyes.

    They sat in front of Harry, on their haunches, and twitched at him.

    "You know where you're going," Harry whispered. He knew they did, and they didn't
    really understand his words as such anyway, but it helped him deal with the pounding
    surge of excitement rising in him. "Go get him." He tapped his wand on the mice and
    cast the final spell, the one he couldn't have used before now, unless he wanted the
    mice to try drinking everything in sight. "Bibilus."

    The mice glowed for a moment with soft brown light. A second later, they were
    flowing under the door into the private cupboard.

    Harry smiled and closed his eyes. He'd also spied a little on Madam Pomfrey, and
    made sure that the potions here weren't ones she needed in the infirmary. But it
    didn't seem so. Apparently Snape brought the vast majority of things like Skele-Gro
    and Boil Cure Potions to her right away, and it was only his own private stores of
    whatever he brewed that went here.

    Snape thought a single room where he could keep an eye on it was more secure than
    one in the classroom or one in his quarters, which apparently had tempted students to
    try and break in on a regular basis several years ago, when he did keep them
    there. Harry had found out that convenient little fact from Iverson, who still talked
    as much as ever.

    "A single stone door," Iverson had whispered, leaning across the table, "with
    powerful magic on it that people can feel, stops a lot more students than a
    single door he can't charm that way. Professor Snape has to be available to students
    all the time, you see, since he's a Head of House. That means he can't arm the door
    to his quarters that strongly, because someone might have to knock in an emergency
    when they need him. So students who wanted to steal potions would try to break in in
    the middle of night and disturb his sleep. So Professor Snape did this, and…"

    Harry stood up. It would be stupid to linger here too long. He turned and moved
    back up out of the dungeons, mice scampering along and before him.

    

    Severus stood in the doorway of his private storage cupboard and stared in
    silence.

    He had opened the door and stepped on a cork. Then another. Then yet another.

    All the corks that sealed his potions were lying on the floor. They had been
    neatly wrenched out of the necks of his flasks, vials, and in some cases, for the
    larger potions, bottles.

    Severus took in the extent of that disaster—because it was a disaster simply to
    uncork some of the potions without the proper precautions, as the scorched
    and blasted walls showed—in silence. Then he looked up.

    In the vial or flask or bottle of each potion that hadn't immediately had a bad
    reaction on contact with the air floated the body of a mouse. Each one was bloated
    with liquid. They had apparently plunged into the potions and drunk as much as they
    could before they died.

    Of course, their bodies had further contaminated the potions. Fully three-quarters
    of Severus's private supply was useless now. The only potions that had survived were
    the ones in steel containers, which the mice hadn't been able to chew through or tip
    over, and the few that didn't have wooden corks.

    Severus stepped back and looked at the corks on the floor. Yes, when he bent down,
    he could see the small toothmarks on them. He supposed it was possible for mice to
    pull them out. There was simply no mouse who had ever wanted to.

    He was balanced on a delicate pinnacle of rage. He had felt the spells quiver some
    time ago, but he had been involved in supervising a detention at the time, and had
    ignored the sensation. Students did sometimes still challenge the spells he'd
    implanted in the stone door. They were welcome to try.

    In fact, he'd left the detention in a good mood, looking forwards to finding
    someone imprisoned in webbing that tied them to the door. Now he knew it had been the
    more volatile potions exploding. The spells he had put on the door had held up
    against them.

    But the work that had been here, the lost months and months of work…

    Severus carefully shut the door behind him, so no one outside could hear what he
    did, just as no one had heard the potions exploding. Then he snarled a promise of
    vengeance.

    "Whoever you are, I will find you and I will destroy you."

    

    "There's something weird about that Potter boy, though. Really."

    Blaise Zabini dropped his head into his arms. "Shut up about Potter, Draco.
    Please. He's nothing special. Half-Mudblood, parents who won't ever be coming out of
    the Janus Thickey ward, doesn't do well in Potions so he can't challenge you, doesn't
    play Quidditch like you do, doesn't matter. Just be quiet about him."

    "Look at it this way," said Theodore Nott, on the other side of the table,
    glancing up from his dinner. His hair looked unwashed, as usual, Draco thought with a
    sneer, and unlike Professor Snape, he didn't have a professional reason for it. "As
    long as he's obsessing over Potter, he's not obsessing over the Heir of
    Slytherin."

    Draco ignored Theo entirely, staring across the Great Hall at the Ravenclaw table.
    He and Potter were two students who had signed up to stay during the Christmas
    holiday. Draco knew that Potter would go to hospital to see his parents. There was no
    other reason he would remain. He didn't have family wanting to spoil him, so there
    was no reason to go home.

    It was so strange. Sometimes Draco thought he understood Potter. He wouldn't want
    to go home if he'd been raised by idiot Muggles, either. But he and Potter were so
    different otherwise that then Draco would be uncertain, unsure if he could really
    trust his senses around Potter.

    It drove Draco mental.

    Potter stood and made his way to the Hall's door a few minutes later. He had a rat
    on his shoulder, and he seemed to be talking to it as he walked. Draco rolled his
    eyes. Then he smirked as he noticed none of the other Ravenclaws running after
    Potter, the way they would have last year. That just proved even Potter's own
    Housemates thought he was weird.

    Maybe he is really mental, maybe he got it from dear old Mum and Dad.
    Maybe that explains everything, and I can stop being paranoid that Potter is hiding
    something.

    But Draco shook his head a little. Everyone had said Potter was brilliant in
    Transfiguration last year—although this year, that didn't seem to be the case—and
    someone mental couldn't be good at the art that required the highest concentration of
    Construction. Potter had some other secret. Or he was mental in some way that wasn't
    obvious.

    Draco was going to find out what it was. His irritating friends would leave during
    the holiday, and he would have lots of time alone. He wasn't making any progress in
    his search for the Heir of Slytherin, so he might as well look into Potter.

    

    Harry sighed and sat back against the wall of his dungeon workshop. He always
    practiced his object-into-object Transfigurations for half an hour before he began
    his animal ones, because he had promised Professor McGonagall. But he wasn't getting
    better at them.

    He knew, he knew he had sensed Wild last year when he Transfigured those
    objects for his parents' gifts and his Housemates' gifts. In fact, he had felt it
    again when he did it this year, creating a small wooden rose for his mother and a
    wooden Quaffle for his father. For a moment, he had felt the Wild flickering around
    him, like a crystal wind, and the paper objects had smoothly changed.

    But when he tried again, later, on a button, nothing happened.

    Harry didn't know what the difference was, and it bothered him a little. He didn't
    want to disappoint Professor McGonagall.

    It was only a little, though. Far more important was getting his animal
    Transfiguration right for the next time he went to Privet Drive.

    Harry turned and faced the heap of rags he had carefully gathered together, along
    with needles, small stones that would heat when he cast a Warming Charm on them,
    velvet, and more small stones for the muscles. They didn't look like the paper
    animals he had learned to create, but on the other hand, they represented what he
    would need to create a living animal in a different way. Rags for a general body.
    Needles for claws. Glowing stones for glowing eyes. Velvet for fur. Muscles to leap
    and spring and hunt.

    Harry closed his eyes. The spell reared up inside him, his Will. Then he twisted
    his wand through the incantation, flourish after flourish, as if he was trying to
    draw a four-petaled rose in the air, and the words rolled out of him. Wand and Word
    had to be perfect, and Harry still muttered Latin to himself and practiced wand
    movements during detentions with Snape, and, lately, any class with Lockhart.

    "Commuto abundantiam felim."

    The words struck out from him, accompanied by a thrill of Wild. Harry opened his
    eyes and watched in growing excitement as the magic wreathed around the rags, and
    they began to turn darker. There was a white patch on the animal's chest, and the
    glowing stones became a pair of eyes near the floor. As Harry watched, the beast's
    head rose, and the eyes blinked, while more fur sleeted over the body and it became
    real.

    There was a cat there, when he was done. A cat with green eyes and black fur like
    the kitten Uncle Vernon had killed.

    Harry bent down. The cat toddled towards him on shaky legs for a second. Amicus
    had already retreated to hide in Harry's pocket.

    Then the cat leaped and locked its claws on Harry's face, biting his neck
    savagely.

    Harry cried out and fell back, utterly stunned. The cat snapped and surged around
    him, trying to bite him and leap over his head at the same time.

    Then it squealed. Amicus had risen out of Harry's pocket and bitten its tail.

    Harry whipped around and tossed the cat from him. It landed in a corner and shook
    itself furiously, before hissing at him again. Harry expected it to run away, looking
    for an exit, but instead it acted like it would charge him in a second.

    "Finite Incantatem."

    Harry knew his Wand and Word work were perfect, but it still took him a minute to
    get the necessary Will, and the cat had closed the distance between them by then.
    Harry almost got a bite on his hand before his magic struck the cat and it dissolved,
    back into the rags and needles and other things he had made it from. The stones
    clacked and rocked as they settled back on the ground.

    Harry sighed as he sat down and stroked Amicus's back in thanks. So much could
    have gone wrong. He would need to think through the theories and decide which was the
    likeliest.

    He'd been envisioning a kitten, but he'd tried to turn the rags into an adult cat
    instead. It could have been a failure of his imagination.

    Cats weren't social creatures, while rats and mice were. Perhaps his magic
    couldn't make a cat loyal to him in the same way.

    He'd been focused on revenge, instead of creating something that would help him
    survive or ultimately help his parents, the way the mice and Amicus did. Maybe that
    meant he had to think of the cat mostly as something to help him survive or help his
    parents.

    But he had to admit, if it was that one, it would be harder. He had
    wanted a cat because he wanted another pet.

    Harry smiled down at Amicus while Amicus nuzzled his hand anxiously. "Yeah," Harry
    muttered when the felt the blood slide down his face. He would have to heal his
    wounds, or someone would wonder why he'd vanished down into the dungeons looking
    healthy and come back up with a scratched face. There were a few more Ravenclaws
    staying for the holiday this time. Harry thought they wanted to research the Chamber
    of Secrets and the Heir of Slytherin.

    He would have to look up a few healing charms before he could do that, though. For
    now, Harry pulled the hood of his cloak up to shield them and started for the
    door.

    He opened the door of the workroom and immediately paused. There was someone, or
    something, off to the side. Watching him.

    Harry didn't want to alert the watcher that he knew they were there. He stepped
    out into the corridor and whistled innocently. Then he strolled a few steps away, and
    heard steps behind him.

    The whistle summoned one of his mice. They scampered past the person, who let out
    a shriek of horror and disgust.

    Harry smiled, spun around, and launched Amicus from his shoulder. Amicus leaped
    into the shadows, leaped up again, and then twisted. Harry could only see his tail
    for a second, flickering at the edge of the torchlight, but then Malfoy staggered
    into view, batting at Amicus, who had a tight grip on his earlobe.

    Harry stood there and laughed until Malfoy grabbed Amicus, at which point he
    walked up to Malfoy and jammed his wand into his throat. Malfoy froze, staring at
    him.

    "I don't think so," Harry said. "Hurt my friend, and I'm going to make sure you
    suffer." He held out his arm, and Amicus ran up his fingers and back onto his
    shoulder. Then Harry turned back to consider Malfoy.

    He knew a couple of ways of making sure that unwanted observers would suffer, but
    unfortunately, they were beyond his power. The safest would be the Memory Charm, but
    Harry had never studied how to cast it.

    "My father will hear about this!"

    Then again, sometimes Malfoy had good ideas, and maybe Harry should just adopt his
    tactics.

    "No, he won't," Harry whispered. "Because you still have to sleep in the dungeons,
    right? The dungeons that I've shown I can get into." He traced his wand
    gently around Malfoy's throat, aware that Malfoy had stopped exclaiming and shouting
    and was watching him with sheer, horrified fascination. "The dungeons I can walk in
    and out of and not have any trouble with. And I have a rat, Malfoy. A rat who can
    creep under doors." He was whispering now, leaning towards Malfoy, and Malfoy was
    swaying a little. "A rat who can climb your bed. A rat who can bite you other places
    than your earlobe."

    "Potter…"

    What Malfoy was about to say could not possibly have been interesting, so Harry
    ignored him and went on. He found Malfoy's jugular and traced his wand over it. "Do
    you know how quickly biting through this can cause you to die?" he asked. "I've
    studied it. Your blood just pours out. The rat that bites through your
    jugular would come quietly. It would come into the bedroom, and then it would leave
    again, and no one would ever know what had happened."

    "Potter…"

    This time, Malfoy sounded sufficiently frightened. Harry moved a step back and
    smiled at him. "Or you could keep quiet," he said. "About something you don't have
    much to say about, anyway. I came out of a classroom no one uses. My pet rat attacked
    you for screaming. What is it going to be, Malfoy? You keep quiet and go to Madam
    Pomfrey about your earlobe, or you explain—what little you have to say, and then you
    die?"

    Malfoy's eyes were as large as Longbottom's got when he was struggling with a
    Potions essay in the library. Harry watched him, and watched, and saw the moment when
    Malfoy surrendered to his fear. He squeezed his eyes shut and whimpered.

    "I'll do what you say and keep quiet."

    "Good." Harry patted Malfoy on the cheek and stuck Amicus in his pocket. Then he
    ambled away.

    He knew Malfoy was cowering at his back. And he knew he had made an enemy who
    could prove dangerous. Dudley always was, the times that Harry managed to hide or
    make him look stupid. Uncle Vernon had always been looking for some way to get back
    at Harry, last summer, for threatening him. Harry had had to shore up the fear, again
    and again.

    He would just have to do the same with Malfoy, at least until he could competently
    Obliviate him.

    But even if the worst happened, and Malfoy told someone, and Harry got—well, he
    wasn't entirely sure what could happen to him, other than detentions. He didn't think
    he would get expelled, unless everything was left up to Snape. Then it was
    possible.

    But Harry knew how to study on his own, now. He was doing more studying on his own
    than studying for classes, another reason he had started to fall behind on the more
    everyday kinds of Transfiguration in McGonagall's class. Harry was sorry to see the
    way she frowned at him.

    Being sorry wasn't going to heal his parents, though. Which meant, in the end, it
    wasn't worth much.

  


  
    10. Getting a Life
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    Chapter Ten—Getting a Life

    "It would help if you ever acted like it bothered you."

    Harry started and turned around. Boot stood behind him with his bag draped over
    his shoulder and his eyes squinting at Harry. Then again, he squinted like that a
    lot. Harry sat back silently and waited to see what he would say.

    Amicus stirred in his pocket. Harry was supposed to be working on object-to-object
    Transfigurations; what he wanted to work on was more plans to turn a pile of
    objects into a cat. Instead, he had to look up Memory Charms. Amicus was bored and
    wanted to go down to the dungeon classroom, Harry knew.

    "And it would help if you would talk to me." Boot dropped his bag on the
    table next to Harry's with a loud thump.

    "I don't know what you mean," Harry said. "I thought you'd decided not to talk to
    me anymore."

    "If that had worked, I wouldn't be here now." Boot flopped down in his chair, a
    lot like his bag had flopped on the table. "But you didn't even notice it."

    Harry shook his head, a little confused. "I thought you didn't want to be my
    friend anymore. You don't have to be my friend. You have the right to decide for
    yourself."

    Boot stared at him. His eyes were so wide they reminded Harry of Malfoy's eyes in
    the corridor outside his dungeon workroom. Then Boot turned and buried his head in
    his arms, running his fingers roughly through his hair.

    "You don't handle anything like a normal person," he whispered.

    Harry chose not to say anything, and turned back to his books. At the next table,
    Neville Longbottom was working by himself except for Ron Weasley and Hermione
    Granger. Granger kept leaning towards Longbottom to whisper encouragingly and pat him
    on the arm. Weasley was glaring around as if searching for intruders.

    Harry was glad Longbottom had people to be to him what Amicus was to Harry. Being
    able to talk to snakes shouldn't leave you alone that way.

    "I just wanted to be your friend," Boot continued, in a whining tone that got on
    Harry's nerves. "And you wouldn't pay any attention to me."

    Harry sighed and leaned his head back, staring at the ceiling of the library.
    Amicus stirred in his pocket again, but Harry held him down. In his mood, Amicus
    might bite Boot, and Harry didn't want that.

    "Look," said Harry. "My friendship isn't going to hurt you if you don't have it.
    You're friends with Goldstein and Corner. Much better friends than you have been with
    me. You have Quidditch to interest you, and even other people in our House and the
    other Houses to be friends with. We don't fight. We don't curse each other. You're
    safe in our room. You don't have to worry about me locking you up or poisoning your
    food or anything like that. Why are you so insistent that we have to be
    friends?"

    Boot stared at him in silence. Harry stared back. He thought this was the part
    where Boot probably got up and stomped out of the library.

    Instead, Boot breathed, sounding like he was in shock, "You don't have any
    idea."

    "Not why you're so upset that you can't have the friendship of this one specific
    person, no," Harry said, although it hadn't sounded like a question.

    Boot looked around, and then he drew his wand and cast a bubble around them. Harry
    blinked. The other sounds in the library promptly became muffled, and he couldn't see
    other people well, either. Everything blurred like they were underwater.

    "Where'd you find that spell?" Harry knew it hadn't been on the regular list in
    Charms.

    "You're not the only person who can do some extra studying when something matters
    to him," Boot said grimly.

    "I never said I was," Harry started. He was tired of being accused of things he'd
    never said.

    "Listen to me," Boot said, and something about his tone made Harry do it, if only
    because there was the chance that Boot would leave him alone faster if he did. Boot
    put his hand on Harry's arm and said, "What the Muggles did to you was wrong."

    "I know that, of course. You think I don't know that?"

    "But the way you responded to it is also wrong."

    Harry turned away in silence. Boot didn't know a thing about it.

    "You need—Harry, you need someone to help you."

    "Go talk to someone if you want. Professor McGonagall already has. The Wizengamot
    can't find any other family for me, so I have to stay there."

    "Not like that." Boot sighed, and his hand tightened on Harry's arm. "I mean
    someone to help you get over it."

    Harry just turned around, and this time Boot flinched like Malfoy.

    "You don't know a thing about it," Harry whispered. "You don't know a thing about
    what I'm trying to do, or what I'm going to do. And you don't know what
    would help me get over it. Go away."

    "But I'd like to."

    "What?"

    Boot shook a little, as if it was taking all his courage to keep him there instead
    of running away. There was a reason he hadn't been Sorted into Gryffindor, Harry
    thought. "I'd like to know," he repeated. "What would help you get over it. And I
    don't—I promise I won't threaten to go to Professor Flitwick or anything like that. I
    won't even tell Anthony, if you like. But I want to know."

    Harry stared at him. Boot still didn't flinch or back down, and Harry didn't think
    it was a joke. It was a bit much for a joke.

    "Why?" Harry finally exploded.

    Boot lifted his head. "Because I'm your friend, even if you aren't mine. And I
    don't want you to suffer."

    Harry stared at him and said nothing. Because there was nothing to say. He just
    didn't know what in the world Boot could hope to gain from this, and that paralyzed
    him with indecision.

    "What can I do?"

    Harry looked down and away. Boot didn't try to make him look up. He just sat
    there, and Harry realized he would probably go on sitting there, waiting, for as long
    as it took.

    I've never had someone who would do that for me.

    But that was a lie, because he had Amicus. And he would have the cat once he made
    it. And Professor McGonagall would probably have done the same thing for him. Harry
    knew she just didn't know enough.

    But he hadn't thought Boot knew enough, either. He had discovered things and
    looked for them because he wanted to—

    I'm not powerful. I'm not famous. I don't want to do anything but heal my
    parents. I could understand if I was the Boy-Who-Lived and he was flattering me like
    those people did who wanted to look at Longbottom before he showed them he's a
    Parselmouth.

    "Do you finally believe me?" Boot whispered then. "That I'm doing this because I
    want to, not because I'm trying to trick you or for whatever other reason you think I
    could possibly do something like this?"

    Harry finally breathed in and turned back to Boot. "I do."

    Boot smiled, and he really looked like he was eating a great sweet. "Good. Now do
    you think you could call me Terry and mean it, this time? And we'll discuss
    what would make you better together."

    

    Severus had not yet found the enemy who had wrecked his potions. Nor had he fully
    finished replacing them, even though it had been months since the assault.

    It infuriated him. Not even Rubeus or Filius would willingly sit next to him at
    meals now, and Albus had taken to watching him with narrowed eyes, as if he thought
    the time would come soon to do something about Severus.

    Severus ignored that completely. If Albus had something to say, he should say
    it. Severus was already wasting precious brewing time in useless training of the
    Longbottom boy, not to mention tutoring his Slytherins to make up for the desolation
    on their marks that Lockhart was performing in his classroom.

    Severus did not question Albus's decisions, not since the day that Albus had
    pointed out that many people would think sparing Severus from Azkaban was one of the
    more questionable of them. But he did think, and seethe, and plot, and look.

    He looked into more inane teenagers' mind during those months than he had in the
    eleven years before. He soaked himself in images of them snogging, wanking, cheating
    on their exams, copying each other's essays, playing Quidditch like
    children. He knew he would have to keep looking. There was no way that
    someone could have planned an assault like this alone. They would need
    co-conspirators, and Severus need stumble on only one of them to bring the whole
    edifice crashing down.

    The only people he could exempt absolutely from suspicion were his Slytherins—none
    of them would have dared—and Longbottom. Longbottom was so terrified of Severus he
    sometimes forgot to breathe in his presence. Pathetic for the supposed savior of the
    world, but since it meant less Legilimency work for Severus this time, he was
    prepared to forgive it.

    But every sixth-year and seventh-year mind was free from incriminating
    information, and so were the fifth-years. Severus hesitated to work his way further
    down than the Ravenclaw fourth-years. Younger students might have participated, but
    only as the tools of older ones. They would not have known the details of the plan or
    been able to perform the complicated spells necessary.

    Then he reminded himself again of the value of learning about co-conspirators. And
    it wasn't as though he would be unable to punish someone who had helped the real
    culprit, simply because they might not have done all of it.

    So he went lower and lower, and even stooped to scraping his mind through
    third-year thoughts and second-year anxieties about the Chamber of Secrets. Nothing
    came to mind. Snogging, homework, childish games, petty rivalries and insults and
    jealousies. Sometimes Severus thought it was no wonder he despised most of his
    students, when these were their thoughts.

    The only exception was Potter, and he only thought about his parents, day in, day
    out. Severus could not stand to hear such worship of James Potter, and even Lily.

    Everything that had made Lily the person Severus had known and loved was gone. It
    would never come back. Severus could not stand to stare at images of her that Potter
    had made up or accumulated only on visits to St. Mungo's. He pulled himself roughly
    out of Potter's mind each time.

    Still there was no trace of the person who had destroyed his work, and still
    Severus stalked in search of them.

    

    "Isn't this better now that you have some friends to share it with?"

    Harry gave Terry a small smile and turned his gaze to the Quidditch players
    darting around the pitch in front of them. He wanted to say that he wouldn't have
    been here at all normally, but yes, it was better to watch the game in company. At
    least it was entertaining to see Corner come out of his shell and leap up and down
    cursing the players who made mistakes.

    Harry watched the Huffelpuff Beaters chasing down the Slytherin Seeker. The Seeker
    was Malfoy, who had apparently bought his way onto the team. Harry watched him
    critically, but Malfoy never looked in his direction.

    Terry had told him that the Seeker was the most important player on the team, and
    most people would give anything to be one. That meant Malfoy shouldn't be paying
    attention to people on the ground. Harry could have tried a Memory Charm on him
    without being observed…

    Except for the hundred other people huddled around him. Harry left his wand in its
    pocket, and simply watched as Malfoy leaned out and caught the Snitch with a little
    motion of his hand. There were groans from around him, and Terry slumped back,
    shaking his head hard enough that Harry heard snapping noises from his neck.

    "That's torn it, then," Terry muttered. "Slytherin as good as has the Quidditch
    Cup. For the eighth year in a row." He looked out of the corner of his eye
    at Harry and raised his voice a little. "If we had a decent Seeker on the Ravenclaw
    team, then we might have a chance."

    Harry said nothing. For one thing, he still had no intention of spending all his
    time flying around on brooms after a bunch of stupid balls. For another, he had no
    idea why Terry thought Harry would be a good Seeker instead of Chaser or something
    else, and no intention of asking.

    "We have a more than decent team now," said Iverson, seated in the row
    behind them, leaning down. As a sixth-year, he was still as chatty as ever. "It's
    just that Hardin doesn't want to put anyone out, so he doesn't hold practices as
    often as he should. And Mallory is getting ready to start studying for NEWTS, so he's
    said he won't fly next year. And Chang looks promising, but I don't know that she'll
    be able to overcome that way she flinches when people are staring at her…"

    Harry felt a wave of intense sympathy for Chang. He would have hated everyone
    staring at him, yes.

    He caught a glimpse of a pale face from the corner of his eye. Longbottom was
    sitting near the front of the Gryffindor stands, surrounded by protective Weasleys.
    No paralyzed people had turned up lately, but that didn't keep a lot of students from
    thinking Longbottom was the Heir of Slytherin anyway.

    Harry wanted to shake his head. Longbottom was probably afraid of tree branches
    tapping on his window at night. The last thing he would have done was enter
    a Chamber and wake up a terrifying monster.

    And if he was a great actor and just hiding it all, the way that even Terry was
    prone to insisting sometimes, wasn't it convenient that his disguise
    collapsed when he began enacting this powerful, evil plan? And that none of the
    professors, who seemed to know everything else that went on in the school, had seen
    him actually speaking to the creature in the Chamber?

    The creature. It's a serpent, of course. That was the most reasonable
    guess, with Slytherin's gift being Parseltongue.

    Harry would have tried to tell people if he thought that anyone was interested in
    hearing him. As it was, his voice would probably do Longbottom more harm than good.
    Goldstein and Corner were still hesitant to accept Harry as a real friend, and Terry
    was his only link to the rest of Ravenclaw now. No one else—bar Snape and Professor
    McGonagall—seemed to know who Harry was.

    Which is a very useful disguise, Harry had to admit as he stood up to
    leave the stands with his chattering acquaintances. Just not one that lets me
    defend other people.

    Still, Harry could do something. He hung back a little—easy to do, with Terry
    sprinting ahead to commiserate with the Hufflepuff team and Corner and Goldstein
    intensely discussing the game—and waited until the Gryffindors passed. For a second,
    Longbottom was looking right at him.

    Harry smiled as sympathetically as he could and mouthed, I believe
    you.

    He didn't think Longbottom was going to react. Maybe he hadn't seen, and Harry was
    an idiot for even putting himself that much out there for someone.

    Then Longbottom's head went up, and his step took on a sort of spring. He didn't
    strut past Harry, but he walked a little more confidently.

    There. I don't really have friends, but that cost me nothing. And someone else
    who likes animals should have more support.

    

    "Stay after class, please, Mr. Potter."

    Minerva hated what she had to do. But she had made more mistakes in the past than
    she cared to reflect on.

    She was determined that the way she handled Harry Potter would not be one of
    them.

    Harry turned and waited for her without showing any sign of apprehension. Then
    again, he never did, Minerva thought, sighing a little as she cast the charms on the
    door that she more often used when she conducted Longbottom's lessons.

    From the way Harry stiffened a little, he might recognize the spells. But he never
    took his eyes from her or turned around.

    He has that level of trust in me, at least. With a relief as heavy as
    tar, Minerva laid aside her wand. "What progress have you made with object-to-object
    Transfigurations, Mr. Potter?"

    "I still can't do them well, Professor."

    Harry spoke as though that didn't bother him, and his eyes were steady and
    unwavering. Minerva slowly shook her head. "What is lacking when you Transfigure
    something, Mr. Potter?"

    "The Wild. I need the Wild, or I can't do it."

    Minerva raised her eyebrows. "Mr. Potter, you must remember that the Wild is
    the—the most imaginative component of Transfiguration, but it is not the only
    important one. Because it changes so much from practitioner to practitioner and is so
    difficult to sense, it cannot be the basis for your art. You might as well
    insist that everyone should be able to picture the same kind of animal when they
    Transfigure a cat from a cushion."

    "But I'm not insisting on that, Professor."

    Minerva looked at him sharply, a little hopefully. That was the closest to cheek
    she had ever heard from Harry, other than when she had first met him and he didn't
    know how to act around a Hogwarts professor. It was—well, she would like it, at this
    point. It would mean his distant mask, that he still maintained despite her trying to
    show him he could trust her with anything, had started to crack.

    Harry smiled at her. His smile was warmer than it had been. Minerva remembered
    that she had almost had to reprimand him and his friend Boot the other day, that they
    had been talking past the time she cleared her throat. Harry normally never did
    things like that.

    Then she looked into his eyes, and felt her hope wither on the vine.

    Harry's eyes were still a doll's eyes, distant and flat and blank.

    Minerva looked away and said softly, "I assumed you had a passion for
    Transfiguration, Mr. Potter, and would wish to master all its aspects, not only
    changing objects into animals or animals into other animals."

    "I do wish to do that, Professor."

    "Then why insist that Wild is important for every Transfiguration you make?"
    Minerva found herself pleading a little with the boy, as she hadn't pleaded with even
    the most talented student for a long time. "Mr. Potter, you know that is not
    the case."

    She paused for breath. Harry sat there and watched it, and Minerva had the strange
    sensation that she was fighting for far more, arguing for far more, than Harry simply
    spending more time and attention on a class he claimed to love.

    "You must master all aspects of magic," she said. "For Transfiguration, at least.
    And I know that you could do better in your other classes than you have. I know—Madam
    Hooch told me how well you flew, the day you had flying lessons."

    There! The first crack in the façade. Harry had stiffened and was staring
    at her warily. Minerva pressed on.

    "Transfiguration is beautiful, and wonderful, and the most impressive of the
    Arts," Minerva said. "I think so. But you need to have other interests in
    your life, too, Harry. You are one of the most advanced students in Transfiguration
    I've ever seen, but your Head of House tells me you are only average in Charms. I
    know you could do more than that, if nothing else for your mastery of Wand and Word.
    Why not try? I know Professor Flitwick would be more than willing to spend time with
    you practicing your Charms, as he is with any student who shows interest outside of
    class."

    Harry only stood there looking at her, and Minerva waited. She had made the most
    passionate plea she could. Harry would have to come meet her at least halfway.

    "I thought you wanted me to be good at Transfiguration, Professor," Harry finally
    said.

    "I do." Minerva longed to reach out and place a hand on his shoulder, and with
    some other students she might have tried it. But not with Harry Potter. Lily,
    James, how I wish you could have been here to raise your son and give him the
    childhood he needed. "But I wish you to have a life outside this one class, Mr.
    Potter. I'm—I'm not sure you do." She smiled, hoping to soften the pressure she might
    be putting on Harry. "Forgive an old professor's concern, but I want to be sure that
    one of my favorite students is thriving, not only studying."

    

    Harry blinked once. Then he reached down and put his hand on Amicus's head,
    stroking him through the cloth of his robes.

    Professor McGonagall doesn't think I have a life. Well. She would be right
    about that, the way most people think of it.

    But Harry didn't think of things the way most people thought of them. That was all
    right. Most people had parents, and no one else would suffer that much no matter what
    they did.

    There were two people who stood to lose a lot if Harry let himself get distracted,
    though.

    "I don't think I'll ever be great at Transfiguring one object into another," Harry
    decided to tell the professor. It was the only fact he knew which might comfort her.
    "I need the Wild to do that, and I can't feel the Wild."

    Professor McGonagall nodded once. "Do you think you can improve your performance
    in your other classes?"

    "Not in Defense while Lockhart is teaching, Professor."

    Professor McGonagall sighed faintly. "Yes, I see the problem there. But in Charms?
    In Potions?"

    "Not in Potions while Professor Snape is teaching, either." Harry met her eyes and
    hoped that he didn't sound too unpleasant when he spoke. There was the faint chance
    someone might decide that he was good enough at Transfiguration and hated Professor
    Snape enough to be the one who had taken revenge on him. "I'll talk to Professor
    Flitwick about extra time for Charms, though. It would be good to be good at
    that."

    Professor McGonagall didn't ask him what for, luckily. She simply considered him,
    opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something else, and then closed it with a
    faint sigh. "It's a beginning," she said. "Remember that even a Ravenclaw must do
    something other than schoolwork some of the time."

    "Yes, Professor," said Harry, although that didn't make much sense to him. Why
    would a professor care whether a student was spending all their time on
    schoolwork?

    He remained there, waiting, until Professor McGonagall said, "Yes, you may go. My
    apologies for having kept you for so long."

    "That's all right, Professor," Harry said, and opened the door. Terry was waiting
    for him. He nodded impatiently to Harry and took off down the corridor. Harry
    followed more slowly.

    He was working on a new theory for why his object-to-object Transfigurations were
    going so wrong. And while he would need a little more testing to prove it true, he
    was almost certain he was right.

    "Come on, Harry! We have a study session with Padma in the library! She said that
    she's actually figured out an easy way to memorize the information from Lockhart's
    books…"

    Harry grimaced, but nodded. He wanted to go if that easy way existed. Lockhart was
    a disgrace to teaching, and Harry didn't want to waste his time actually reading the
    git's books.

    But tonight, no later, he would have to slip away to the dungeon
    classroom and work on his own spells.

    

    "Commuto abundantiam felim!"

    The words vibrated in Harry's mouth and the magic trembled out of his wand. And
    this time, he could sense the Wild, sweeping around him and down to the
    miscellaneous pile of rags and stones Harry had collected in the corner of the
    dungeon classroom.

    Harry slumped a little against the wall, sighing as he watched the collection
    begin to turn into a kitten. A kitten with black fur and green eyes, just like the
    one Uncle Vernon had killed.

    This time, it had been easy. And Harry knew the reason why.

    It was almost the last day of school in his second year, almost the time he would
    have to return to the Dursleys. Desperation was driving him now. There were some
    things a cat would be more useful for than a mouse or rat, and he suspected that
    those were the only things that would keep him safe over the summer. Uncle Vernon
    would have had ten months to decide he wasn't really afraid of Harry. The
    kitten would play a part in a new plan.

    Harry had to survive if he was going to heal his parents. He would willingly put
    his life in danger for them; in fact, he would probably have to, with some of the
    riskier areas of his research. But he wouldn't do them any good if he died along the
    way because Uncle Vernon got enraged and finally hit him, or if Dudley and his gang
    pounded him too hard.

    That's the difference, Harry thought, as he saw the kitten open eyes that
    looked like his own. I have to care about it. It has to be for my
    parents.

    Harry couldn't do something just to please his professors, or because someone else
    had asked him to, or for revenge and nothing else. He had done the Transfiguration of
    the mice who'd got into Snape's potions for revenge, but even the last one of those
    he'd tried to do, a week ago, had been unsuccessful. On the other hand, he had a rat
    and mice who could help him keep going until he could heal his parents.

    And now he had a cat who could help him do the same thing.

    Harry had imagined a white patch, sort of like a lopsided T, on the kitten's
    chest. He saw it now and smiled as the kitten scampered up to him, crook-backed, and
    batted at his fingers. When Harry picked him up, he purred.

    Amicus stuck his head out of Harry's pocket and looked in profound distress at the
    new arrival. The kitten didn't even look at the rat.

    "He's not interested in chasing you down," Harry murmured. "He's not interested in
    anything except fish and insects."

    Amicus gave a loud sniff that perfectly expressed his opinion of that and climbed
    out of Harry's pocket to do some grooming. Harry sat down with the kitten on his
    chest, and pondered.

    He hadn't been able to hold to his original plan of doing average work in his
    classes, at least not in Transfiguration. But now he thought he'd just gradually and
    slowly fall behind in a natural way. He'd looked at the third-year books, and while
    they had a lot of theory on Transfiguring animals, almost all the practical
    work concentrated on objects. Until Harry found an object he could create that would
    help his parents, he would continue not to do well at those, because he simply didn't
    care enough.

    Professor McGonagall would have to accept that she'd been mistaken, that Harry
    wasn't a prodigy or a genius. He could do things that looked remarkable for a
    first-year, but the older he got, the less smart he'd look.

    That suited Harry fine. He liked Professor McGonagall; she was still the one who
    had done the most for him and the one who'd taken him to visit his parents. But she
    was busy, and the Head of a different House besides, and she couldn't take his mum's
    place. And she wouldn't approve of the experiments Harry had started reading about in
    a book he'd got from the Restricted Section.

    Harry snorted. All he'd had to do to get into the Restricted Section was ask for a
    pass from a professor. He supposed he couldn't say Lockhart had been
    useless, after all.

    Harry knew he was a long way from being able to complete those experiments, yet,
    or even start them. "Look how long it took me to make a kitten," he said aloud.

    Said kitten hooked his claws in Harry's shirt and tried to bite him on the chin.
    Harry held his head down and chuckled.

    "But at least they caught the damn giant snake and no one died, so the school will
    be open next year," he said, and jumped up. "And I can read a lot of Muggle books
    about brains this summer, so I can start practicing on myself when I can use my wand
    again."

    He put the kitten on the floor. Amicus promptly skipped up his arm. Harry
    stretched and began the personal Transfigurations he would need before he went back
    to the Dursleys. Claws on both hands this time, retractable so they wouldn't
    bother him during these last days at Hogwarts; the stone-hard skin on his chest,
    legs, and arms to resist Dudley's punches, which he'd finally perfected; and, after a
    long hesitation, the powerful muscles he'd decided he could add to his legs. It would
    mean a few days of walking hunched or not much at all, but that was okay. Exams were
    over, and the Ravenclaws were used to Harry spending a lot of time sitting in one
    place, studying.

    With that done, Harry bent over and looked at the kitten. He purred
    attentively.

    "I think," said Harry, fingering the white fur on his chest, "that I have a good
    name for you. You can be Cross."

    The kitten jumped to his left shoulder, opposite Amicus, who tensed unhappily but
    at least stayed still. Harry spent a moment rubbing the kitten's head.

    "What do you say, Cross?" he whispered. "Shall we go bother some Dursleys?"

    The kitten purred loud enough to make Harry's ear hurt this time. He was smiling
    as he opened the door of the workroom and stepped out into the corridor.

  


  
    11. The Way of the Wolf
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    Chapter Eleven—The Way of the Wolf

    "It's going to be different around here this summer, boy. If you think
    for one minute that I'm going to let you—"

    "I never thought you'd just let me, no," Harry said, as he stepped through the
    front door of the Dursleys' house with Cross on his shoulder. "That's why I just have
    the plan to take what I want. Ultimately more painless for everyone, even if you
    don't believe me." He gave Vernon a sharp smile.

    But Vernon's eyes were fastened on the kitten. Harry had been a little worried he
    wouldn't remember the one he'd killed, which would mean Harry had wasted some time
    making Cross look the way he did. From the color Vernon's face was turning, though,
    he remembered exactly.

    "Get that thing out of here," Vernon said, his voice so weak Cross could meow
    louder than it.

    "No," said Harry. He stroked Cross's side, and Cross stood up and meowed the way
    Harry had been just thinking of. "I'm going to step back, and Cross is going to jump
    at you, I think. His claws are pretty sharp. I think maybe he could take out an eye
    with just one scratch. I know he could rip open a nostril—"

    There was a complicated movement from off to the side, and Amicus jumped up on
    Harry's other shoulder, already in position to strike if he had to. Dudley didn't try
    to punch Harry, though. He got in between Vernon and Harry.

    "Don't h-hurt my d-dad."

    Dudley was blubbering, and his eyes were almost shut, and he made stupid little
    jabs with his fists in the air that wouldn't have hurt Harry even if they were coming
    anywhere near him. But Harry had to pause and look at him with some respect anyway.
    He'd never thought Dudley capable of doing anything like this. It was as if Draco
    Malfoy had suddenly acquired some bravery.

    "I won't if he leaves me alone," said Harry. Dudley probably thought he would
    attack instead of talking, because he didn't stop jabbing for a second. Then he
    dropped his hands and stared at Harry. "That means," Harry said softly, and met
    Vernon's eyes over Dudley's shoulder, "that he stays out of my way. He doesn't
    threaten me. He doesn't starve me. He doesn't assign me chores."

    Vernon tried to bluster one last time. "If you think you're going to laze around
    instead of earning your keep, boy, you need to think again!"

    Cross crouched on Harry's shoulder and wriggled his little butt the way he would
    if he was jumping on a mouse. Harry nodded and smiled, and then Cross almost sailed
    off his shoulder towards Vernon.

    Only almost, though. Harry had practiced this with Cross before they left
    Hogwarts, and Cross's claws were caught in the shoulder of Harry's jumper. Vernon had
    covered his face with his hands and was yelling with all his might.

    "All right, all right, I'll leave you alone!"

    "Good," said Harry softly. He eased Cross back into his first position and glanced
    at Dudley. "And maybe you ought to ask your dad why he's so scared of a little black
    kitten with green eyes. It might be interesting to find out."

    Dudley just stood there, bewildered. Harry took his trunk and his wand and Amicus
    and Cross and the collection of mice in his pockets upstairs. He smiled as he
    went.

    He thought this was going to be a very good summer.

    

    It was.

    Harry had his army of mice to bring him food, and Amicus and Cross to keep him
    company. And Cross lay on his stomach and purred, and Harry petted him, and felt for
    the first time as if the wound ripped open in him when Vernon had killed his kitten
    was being soothed.

    The Dursleys left him alone, and didn't even look at him, other than Dudley, who
    kept giving Harry confused glances when he thought Harry wasn't looking. Whenever
    Harry looked back, gently and steadily, Dudley would turn pale and waddle away.

    Harry couldn't practice his magic with a wand, but he could practice his Latin,
    and his wand movements with a stick, and his theory. He read more and more about the
    Wild, and he read Muggle books about the brain.

    He ran into a problem when he did that, though. Most of the Muggle books agreed
    that drastic personality changes could happen when you damaged your brain, but they
    didn't know how to change them back. There were studies and experiments and
    therapy, but not enough healing.

    Harry thought about that as he lay in his bedroom on hot summer days with the
    window wide open—the bars were gone—and no locks on the door and watched Cross
    sleeping in the sunlight.

    I don't want my parents not to be themselves. I don't want them to be shadows
    I made up, or slaves.

    Harry read, and read. The application of charms for healing the brain had been
    tried, and had failed. Most Mind-Healers concentrated on people who had Memory Charms
    on them they wanted to break, traumatic memories they wanted to deal with, or people
    with some specific disease, like the aftermath of the Imperius Curse. They shrugged
    and left the mad patients alone in the Janus Thickey Ward.

    Harry tapped his feet on the bed, and watched the shadows pass across it, and read
    more about Transfiguration.

    If anyone had ever tried Transfiguration for healing the brain, Harry couldn't
    find a mention of it. Most wizards didn't seem to assume that the minds of mad people
    had suffered a physical wound. It was all mental and spiritual and
    magical.

    There was physical Healing magic, but that was only for regular Healers, not
    Mind-Healers. Harry couldn't find anything in his books, or the ones he ordered by
    owl—his uncle staring at him, but not daring to protest—that indicated the
    disciplines had ever been combined.

    So the problem with what I want to do, Harry decided as he lay there
    stroking Amicus while Cross went out hunting grasshoppers and the like, is that
    no one's ever done it before and most of the research I would need doesn't
    exist.

    As the days turned on and he read more, Harry knew he had to decide whether the
    risk was going to be enough to deter him.

    And his mind turned more and more to the experiments detailed in the book from the
    Restricted Section. The experiments that Professor McGonagall would be horrified if
    she knew about. Although Harry knew that without really knowing why. Professor
    McGonagall turned things into animals and then back all the time. If you created a
    living being from an object, did you have to treat it kindly? Did Transfiguring it
    back into a desk or rags or whatever count as treating it kindly?

    Sure, Harry treated Cross and Amicus and most of his mice kindly. But he'd also
    created the mice that had drowned themselves in Snape's potions.

    In the last days of the summer, Harry made his decision. He would take the risk.
    If he went wrong and caused permanent damage to himself, well, that was just too bad.
    What else did he have in the world, except his parents? Who would love him, except
    his parents?

    Why else do I exist, except for them?

    

    "Harry…Potter."

    Harry blinked. The new Defense Against the Dark Arts professor was strange, he
    thought. He'd reportedly paused on Neville Longbottom's name, which was usual for
    everybody, but he also stopped and stared at Harry when he said his name, and that
    was unusual.

    Terry frowned at Harry. Harry lifted a shoulder. He supposed everybody was
    entitled to be strange in one way, and Professor Lupin was reportedly nice and taught
    important lessons. Harry thought he might make more of an effort at Defense this
    year.

    When Professor Lupin showed them the boggart, he had Michael go first. Harry
    winced as he watched Michael walk to the front of the line. He was so timid; the
    boggart might easily disorient him. Supposedly Longbottom had been able to manage his
    just fine, and he was timid too, but then, Longbottom had received specialized
    training.

    The door of the wardrobe flew open, and a writhing shape flew out. Harry squinted.
    For an instant, it seemed that the boggart couldn't decide what form it wanted to
    change into. Harry watched in interest. It looked a bit like the cat that he'd made
    before Cross. Perhaps boggarts might be fun to Transfigure.

    Then the shape finally formed itself into Michael's rat, lying on the floor, dead.
    Michael gave a great gasping cry and backed away from it.

    Lupin bent down next to Michael and whispered something; Harry could only make out
    the word of the incantation he'd already showed them. Michael aimed his wand and
    stuttered. The rat shape didn't change.

    The second time, with Lupin leaning on his wand arm and guiding him, Michael said,
    "Riddikulus!" correctly.

    The dead rat turned into a circus of rats playing ball, walking tightropes, and
    running around wheels. Michael smiled, and Professor Lupin smiled back at him and
    motioned him out of the wall. Padma, who was next in line, started to step
    forwards.

    But Professor Lupin said, "I think we need Mr. Potter up here."

    Harry blinked again, and ignored Terry's glance. He didn't have any information to
    share with him. Maybe Lupin had heard that Harry hadn't done well in the class last
    year and wanted to test him now.

    Harry had to admit he was curious to see what his boggart would be, too. He
    suspected, but he wasn't sure, and it was useful knowledge to have about himself.

    The boggart danced in front of him when he approached it, and Harry stopped and
    let it have some room to recover itself. The circus of rats still writhed and lashed
    their tails for a second until they faded, and then what appeared—

    Harry stepped back before he could stop himself. His parents stood in front of
    him, and they didn't look the way they did in St. Mungo's. They looked the way they
    did in his dreams, whole and healthy and healed.

    Except they were sneering at him.

    "I didn't know my sister had that much sense," said Mum, shaking her head so her
    lovely red hair fell down and touched her shoulders. "She said you were a freak, and
    she was right." Her voice cut Harry like a diamond. She sniffed and glanced
    at Dad. "Wouldn't you have thought Petunia would be wrong, dear?"

    Dad nodded, and Harry found it harder to meet his eyes because he was looking
    through glasses that resembled Harry's almost exactly. "About our son? Of course. But
    he really is a freak. That magic he's using, the fact that he doesn't have
    any real friends…"

    Mum said something else, but Harry couldn't hear it. He heard his breathing
    instead, through a heated rushing in his lungs that hurt. He reached out
    with one hand, not sure what he was reaching for, only knowing that Amicus and Cross
    couldn't save him from this.

    Professor Lupin's voice suddenly appeared in his ear. He sounded shaken himself,
    but maybe that was only because boggarts weren't supposed to talk. "Remember the
    incantation, Harry! This isn't real. The boggart preys on your fear. It can be
    understood and defeated. Think of something funny about this and say
    'Riddikulus.' I know you can."

    Harry opened his eyes. It was hard to think of anything funny about this. This had
    been something he secretly worried about all the time when he was a child, even when
    he thought his parents were dead. If he ever met them, they would just agree with the
    Dursleys and laugh at him.

    But, he remembered, his real parents were lying in St. Mungo's, and they were
    relying on Harry to save them. They wouldn't approve at all if he was defeated by
    such a shallow, pathetic image when he needed to be strong.

    Harry aimed his wand. He found an image at the back of his mind, one he had
    imagined when he was far younger, and snapped, "Riddikulus!"

    Colored smoke flew all around the boggarts. When it cleared away, Uncle Vernon and
    Aunt Petunia were standing there in awkward wizard robes, with masks of his mum's and
    dad's faces dangling from around their necks. They backed up as Harry glared
    triumphantly at them, and then huddled on the floor away from him.

    Professor Lupin cleared his throat. Harry turned to him. He thought the professor
    looked a little pale, but he gave Harry an encouraging smile anyway. "Very good,
    Harry. Five points to—Ravenclaw. Now, if you'll move out of the way and let Mr. Boot
    have a turn?"

    Harry did, and watched Terry walk forwards while calming down his breathing.
    Terry's boggart turned out to be an ordinary giant worm with sharp teeth, and while
    Terry screamed and turned it into a small worm squashed by a giant boot, Harry could
    calm the ringing in his ears and convince himself he wasn't going to faint.

    And notice Professor Lupin's faint, curious looks that kept coming back to him
    whenever someone wasn't actually defeating a boggart.

    

    Minerva knocked briskly on Remus's door. When she had found out who Albus's choice
    of Defense Against the Dark Arts professor to tutor Longbottom was that year, she had
    been first shocked and then pleased. It would be easier for Remus to run away from
    her in letters than it would be face-to-face.

    Remus opened his door. He looked haggard and pale, but he'd just had time to
    settle into the demanding routine of the school year. Minerva was sure that she'd
    looked far worse her first year here. "Yes, Minerva?" he asked, and smiled.

    "I wanted to talk with you about Harry." Minerva smiled and stood there immovably.
    Unless Remus was actually sick, then she would wait until he invited her in.

    Remus stiffened, in a way that Minerva couldn't mistake. "Oh, yes," he said.
    "Well—won't you come in?"

    "Thank you," said Minerva, and eased in, looking around. These had last been
    Quirrell's rooms, and Minerva couldn't imagine that Remus would have left up either
    the garlic or any signs of the man's secret allegiance to You-Know-Who.

    Nor had he. Remus had Transfigured most of the walls into bookshelves, and made a
    few alcoves that held cages of Dark creatures. He also had a shelf that seemed to be
    full of varieties of teas and nothing else. Minerva smelled cinnamon as she watched
    him fiddle with a kettle.

    "Your first lesson was inspiring," Minerva told him as she leaned against the huge
    chair in the middle of the floor. Remus kept his back to her, hands moving in a
    finicky way over the tea. "My Gryffindors could hardly stop talking about it, even in
    Transfiguration."

    Remus turned to her and smiled, the first sincere smile Minerva thought she had
    seen from him in years. "Thank you."

    "And how did your first session with Mr. Longbottom go?" Minerva knew Albus had
    invited Remus to tutor Longbottom at least partially because of his expertise with
    Dark creatures and the fear that You-Know-Who might use vampires or werewolves in his
    assaults. But she hadn't heard a whisper about how well Remus had actually managed to
    teach the boy.

    "I can't believe he's Frank's son."

    Minerva smiled a little. "Yes, Neville is his own person. But that doesn't mean
    he's hopeless."

    "His lack of confidence is going to cost him more than anything else." Remus
    turned to her with a frown and a full teacup. Minerva accepted it, as well as the
    chair he motioned her to in the next second. "I don't understand how he can have gone
    through all that special training and still be most afraid of Severus. If he
    doesn't fear You-Know-Who most of all or failing the wizarding world, do we have a
    hope?"

    "Because Severus is a danger he sees on a daily basis, while the most impact
    You-Know-Who has yet had on his world is taking away his parents." Minerva sipped a
    bit of her tea and smiled. Remus did know how to brew it.

    And she had the perfect segue to Harry. "I am glad that Neville was able to grow
    up with his grandmother, at least," Minerva added, crossing her legs. "Although I
    don't think she did much for his self-confidence, either. But another boy grew up
    with relatives who treat him badly."

    Remus looked at her and then away. "You mean Harry."

    "Yes."

    Remus shuddered. "His boggart was horrible. James and Lily calling him a freak and
    saying his aunt was right about him."

    Of course it would be. Minerva closed her eyes and struggled to speak
    around the stone in her breast. "Then you see how that indicates he should be taken
    away from his relatives. Muggles who call a wizarding child a freak merely for having
    magic shouldn't be trusted with a wizarding child."

    "Albus told me there was no other alternative. And the Wizengamot looked very
    thoroughly into James's relatives. I do remember that."

    "There was an alternative."

    Remus cracked the cup with the force of his squeeze. He started, and Minerva cast
    the charm that dried the spilled tea, and then Reparo on the cup. If she let
    Remus get up and start cleaning, he was likely to evade the issue she was trying to
    bring home to him altogether.

    "So," said Minerva, when she had waited a few minutes for Remus to say something
    and to refill his cup. He had done the second thing, but not the first, and he sat
    with his head turned away from her, as if she had asked him to do something shameful.
    "I think I know now why you didn't want to care for Harry."

    "I wanted it," Remus whispered dully. "I wanted it with every fiber of my being.
    But it would have meant—it would have meant admitting that I was a werewolf in
    public." He turned around. "That's already something I can't do if I want to keep
    this job."

    It was Minerva's turn to start. "I assumed that the Board of Governors must
    know."

    "No. Albus presented them with my school records, which never showed it, and the
    records from the education I had in Defense in France, which never mentioned it,
    either, because no one there knew."

    Minerva closed her eyes. She hated to push against this old student, one of the
    few people who still remembered Lily and James as they should have been, and Sirius
    Black laughing with the wind in his hair. But she had no choice. "If you
    adopted Harry, you would have enough support from his Potter vaults to raise him. You
    wouldn't have to keep a job among prejudiced people who would sack you for something
    like that."

    "I prefer working and living on my own. And—" Remus's voice turned ragged. "I
    don't think I would be so good for Harry."

    "If his own relatives called him those names—"

    "Minerva." Remus waited until she was looking at him, which took longer than
    Minerva would have liked. She'd had to conquer the traitorous tears that stung her
    lashes. "The Harry I saw today in class is like no one I thought he could become. I
    would never have known he was the child of James and Lily if it wasn't for
    his looks."

    Minerva took a long moment to speak. She had to be sure the words were right.
    "Blaming an abused child for what he's become to survive is something I thought
    beneath you, Remus."

    Remus shook his head. "There's something cold in him, Minerva. I've
    already heard the ranting from Severus about how Harry doesn't try in any class
    except Transfiguration. I assumed you must have noticed."

    "He is very lonely. He cares more for theory than almost anything else. And about
    his parents most of all."

    "That's not it. There's still something—the way he walked forwards to the boggart,
    he didn't look frightened or tense or even curious. He was so detached. And
    he didn't respond to me as a person, either. The others did, all peering at me and
    muttering about whether I would be better or worse than Lockhart. Not Harry."

    "He's very self-possessed," Minerva began.

    Remus interrupted her again. "All right, I didn't want to bring this up,
    but—Minerva, he smells wrong."

    Minerva sat up at once. "As though he has some illness? As though someone has been
    hurting him?" Remus had once brought her a story of smelling blood on another student
    in his year who had turned out to be abused, although at the time Minerva hadn't
    known he was a werewolf and Remus had claimed that he'd accidentally ingested a
    potion that sharpened his senses.

    "No," said Remus. "Parts of him don't smell human. And he stinks like someone
    who's been around the Dark Arts, but not the same. As if he was using poisoned
    Potions ingredients." He shook his head. "I'm sorry, Minerva. I can't explain it
    better than that."

    "So you won't try to take him from the Dursleys," said Minerva heavily. In the
    end, that mattered more than the smells, although Minerva would be talking to Harry
    about those.

    "No." Remus sipped at his tea again. He sounded composed, and terribly sad. "I
    would have given anything when he was a child. But now—I don't think I would be good
    for him, Minerva. I'm not strong enough to raise a child who's been dabbling in the
    Dark Arts without prejudice. I go Dark myself once a month, and I'm afraid of what
    would happen if I lost control around Harry. I don't even know if I'll have a regular
    supply of Wolfsbane over the summers. Severus refused to brew it until I actually set
    foot in the school. I didn't have it during July or August."

    "Severus Snape," said Minerva precisely, "is a partial, prejudiced, ignorant
    man."

    Remus's tired smile still had the potential to transform his face. "He is.
    But—Minerva, I know you think I'm a coward, and I'm sorry. But I don't like the
    smells around Harry, and I'm prone to reacting the wrong way to people who smell
    wrong. Sometimes it's justified, the way it was when I smelled Darkness on a wizard
    who later tried to murder people in the village I was staying in. But it wouldn't be
    with Harry. But I might still do something that would make him worse off than he is
    now."

    "You don't trust yourself," Minerva finished.

    "Yes," said Remus, and drained his cup.

    

    Harry closed his eyes and curved up and up and up on his broom, up into
    the region of the air where his nostrils stung and his eyes ached. Then he turned and
    fell back into the trees, into the embrace of the Forbidden Forest.

    The book from the Restricted Section had made it clear that he would need certain
    stones for his experiments. Not just the collection of pebbles he'd used to make
    Cross and his other cat. They would have to be bigger than pebbles, for one thing,
    and they needed to have veins of quartz or other highly reflective material. Maybe
    flakes of mica.

    Harry had searched diligently around the school, and found nothing. It was time to
    take his search further afield, into the wildest place he knew.

    He landed in the center of a small clearing with rocks scattered all around, and
    distributed mice from his pockets. They arranged themselves at the edges of the
    clearing, ready to squeak a warning if they sensed anything dangerous. Then Harry
    busied himself looking for the right stones.

    He was examining a grey rock the size of his fist with glittering specks in it
    when a hoofbeat sounded and a mouse squeaked from the left side of the clearing at
    the same time.

    Harry turned, crouched slightly with his wand in hand. His claws were ready to
    shoot out if he needed them. Harry kept his hands Transfigured at all times now,
    since he had figured out the best way to create claws that wouldn't get in the way of
    his ordinary activities. It was just easier that way, in case a sudden confrontation
    happened.

    The centaur that paused in front of his mouse stood with one hoof upraised, nocked
    bow and arrow trained on him. Harry waited. He had got used to walking with the extra
    muscles in his legs by now, and since he'd so cowed the Dursleys, he hadn't actually
    needed to use them during the summer. He might now.

    "What are you doing in a place marked by the stars?" the centaur asked. He had a
    chestnut coat and a long tail that swayed slowly back and forth. Harry had no idea
    what that meant.

    He didn't know what the centaur's words meant, either. He shook his head. "Looking
    for objects to Transfigure."

    The centaur waited again, this time as if he was consulting with someone in the
    back of his head. Then he said, "That is not an acceptable answer." His raised hoof
    quivered and came down on the ground.

    Later, Harry realized he was probably only going to come closer, not shoot. But he
    was paranoid enough not to care, and his enormous leap, using the muscles that graced
    his legs and gave them some of a kangaroo's power, brought him soaring out of the
    path of the arrow.

    He landed on the other side of the clearing and whirled around. The centaur had
    stopped. The arrow remained pointing at the place Harry had been before. Nor did the
    centaur move it as the mice flowed over to Harry in a small tidal wave.

    "What are you?" the centaur asked in a musing tone. "Not part goblin. You would
    not stand so tall. You would be marked by the dust if you were part fairy. None of
    the other heritages I know fit in, either."

    "I'm partially Transfigured."

    The centaur lowered the bow finally. "It is not many humans who expect to adopt
    parts of an animal heritage when they become masters of Transfiguration," he
    said.

    "I suppose I'm an unusual human." Harry didn't mind that. It was hardly the worst
    thing he had been called.

    The centaur considered him some more. Then he said, "I am Corwin. I am guardian of
    this part of the forest, and I have been watching the stars for nearly a century.
    They did not predict that one such as you would come."

    Harry shrugged, not caring about that. He had chosen to take Care of Magical
    Creatures for the obvious reasons, and Ancient Runes because he thought it might let
    him understand more about designing the spells he would eventually need to. He knew
    nothing about Divination, and his Astronomy classes hadn't talked about the way you
    could use stars to predict anything.

    "You smell strange," said Corwin, and pawed the ground with the hoof he'd raised
    before. "What are you doing?"

    Harry thought about it a second. There was still that bow, and he thought Corwin
    could probably gallop more quickly through the forest than Harry could leap. He also
    hadn't even known there were centaurs living in the Forbidden Forest as more than a
    rumor. If anyone would keep Harry's secret to themselves, it was them.

    "I'm looking for ways to practice Transfiguration on human brains so I can heal my
    parents. They have brain damage from the Cruciatus."

    Corwin stared at him. Harry looked back, and he was a little amused. It was the
    first time he had ever said it aloud to anyone besides Amicus and Cross, and neither
    of them was with him now, because neither of them liked flying.

    "Do you know," said Corwin, and then let the words drift on the breeze. After a
    moment, he said, "You do know. You know how dangerous it is. I can see that
    in your eyes."

    "Yes."

    "You will do it anyway."

    "Yes."

    "Why?"

    "Because what matters are my parents, and restoring them to health. Not me."

    Corwin took a step back. Harry thought he might trot into the forest, and welcomed
    that. This was a little amusing, but he needed to get on with finding the stones he
    needed. He had a study session with Terry at three, and Terry was one of those
    annoying people who would always notice when Harry was late, although he would make
    all the excuses in the world if he was late.

    "You should reconsider," said Corwin, his voice a distant, deep boom, like muffled
    thunder. "Whether you wish to pursue such a dangerous course."

    Harry shook his head. "I've already thought of every argument someone might bring
    up against it. There's nothing I want except this."

    Corwin studied him some more. At least he hadn't aimed the bow again. But Harry
    wondered what in the world could interest a centaur in him. Was it just that he
    hadn't seen someone who wanted to Transfigure his parents' brains before?

    "You walk in the light of the blood-red dancer," said Corwin. "But your rage is
    directed against fate, and life." He shifted his weight so that his back was facing
    the forest he'd come out of. "It would be well for you if you had more concrete
    enemies."

    Harry raised his eyebrows. "Is the blood-red dancer Mars?" Professor Sinistra had
    said something last year about how planets were sometimes called dancers.

    "Yes. Find another enemy." Corwin sounded as grave as Harry thought Professor
    McGonagall would, if she ever found out about this. "Someone you can defeat. You need
    the defeat before you can advance."

    And that sounded like the sort of typical riddles that Harry knew were
    associated with centaurs. He smiled, said, "Thanks for the advice," and crouched down
    to study the stone flecked with mica again.

    "I know what you do, Harry Potter. And it will corrupt your soul."

    Harry shrugged. "I don't think there's much of my soul left to corrupt, Corwin.
    But thank you for the concern."

    The centaur didn't speak again. By the time Harry chose three suitable stones and
    stood up, he was gone. Harry almost left without looking where he'd stood, either.
    But a gleam of light caught on something that didn't look simply like a hoofprint,
    and Harry strolled over to see it.

    It was a hoofprint, after all, the first of a series of them that made an abstract
    design on the ground. Harry studied it. It took him a few seconds, because of the
    angle and the odd material it was made of and the poor light, but eventually he
    recognized one of the elementary runes he'd started learning a month ago.

    Wynn. It meant "joy."

    Harry blinked. Then he shrugged again. Maybe Corwin was trying to protect himself
    from whatever Darkness he thought lay on Harry's path by writing the rune. Or maybe
    he thought that centaurs led joyful lives and Harry wouldn't have one.

    Whatever it was, Harry didn't need to concern himself with it. He mounted his
    borrowed school broom, and did have one brief moment of heart-stopping joy, before he
    flew back to the Quidditch pitch and put the broom away in the supply shed.

    Terry was watching the Ravenclaw team practice on the edge of the pitch; he ran up
    to Harry at once, beaming. "Did you change your mind about trying out for the team?"
    he demanded.

    Harry shook his head and smiled at his friend. "No. I was busy looking for spell
    components."

    Terry rolled his eyes. "You're the most exasperating person I know, Harry," he
    said, but he sounded fond instead of upset the way he would have last year. "Come
    on." And he dragged Harry into the school, and up to their study session, which
    easily enabled Harry to banish thoughts of centaurs and runes and even the
    experiments he wanted to do from the front of his mind.

    

    He had gone through every mind in the school, including those of the first-years
    who had entered a month ago and were extremely unlikely to be involved in any misdeed
    to do with his potions, unless they were the younger brother or sister of a
    conspirator.

    And still Severus did not know who his enemy was. Still no one had spoken up and
    claimed the credit to identify themselves.

    That surprised Severus most of all. He had thought any Gryffindor, like the
    Weasley twins, who had come up with such a clever prank would be unable to resist
    bragging. A Ravenclaw or Hufflepuff might have been quieter, but they would still
    have whispered to friends, who would whisper to others. Little stayed secret in
    Hogwarts for long.

    Severus did have a choice, though, one that would not have been open to him last
    year. He knew that Minerva had given the Granger chit a Time-Turner, of all the
    outrageous gifts. He could not borrow it himself to go back to the time of the
    attack, because Time-Turners would not operate over such a long span as ten months,
    but if he could use some of the sand from its hourglass, he could brew a
    Retrocognition Potion that would enable him to see who had done it.

    And in return for borrowing the Time-Turner for the hour or so it would take him
    to collect sand without damaging it, he would agree to keep quiet about what Minerva
    had done.

    

    Harry smiled as he watched the Slytherin common room door open. It had been easy
    enough to locate it, for all that the Slytherins believed they were so secretive.
    They still had to train and trust people like Crabbe and Goyle.

    Malfoy came out, adjusted his heavy robes, and strutted towards the Great Hall. It
    was Halloween, and of course he decided he should wear dress robes to the feast,
    Harry thought as he trailed along behind him. Malfoy was ridiculous. At least his
    ridiculousness had worked in Harry's favor this time, by making sure that he had
    lagged behind the rest of his Housemates.

    Harry moved softly behind him. They got around a corner, and the stairs leading up
    to the entrance hall came into sight. Malfoy moved a little faster, with a disdainful
    glance and sniff at the shadows around him, as if he couldn't imagine what would
    threaten the Great Draco Malfoy.

    But he had still glanced around.

    Harry stepped to the side and let one of his claws rasp on the wall, harshly
    enough to draw Malfoy's attention. He turned around and went white. Harry wished
    suddenly that he'd thought about having Amicus sit on his shoulder. It would have
    made Malfoy's expression the perfect terrified one.

    He didn't want to waste time, though, and so he didn't call Amicus out of his
    pocket. He simply aimed his wand and murmured, "Obliviate." His study of
    Memory Charms had advanced to the point where he could comfortably cast it,
    finally.

    From the rumors floating around near the end of last year, Harry now thought he
    could have asked Lockhart for help. He hadn't known then, though.

    The Memory Charm struck Malfoy dead-on, and Malfoy swayed and stood there with
    blank eyes for a second. Harry put his wand away and approached. When he thought he
    was close enough, he stared at Malfoy and said, "You don't remember anything about
    the location of my workroom or what you saw when I came out. You were in bed asleep
    that evening. And you slept late tonight, too."

    "I…slept late," Malfoy murmured, swaying a little more. Harry nodded and patted
    him on the shoulder, keeping his claws retracted.

    "You did," Harry confirmed, and then he turned and slipped down the corridors
    towards his workroom, more than pleased with himself. In seconds, he was at the door
    of his workroom and stepping inside.

    He put down the stones with flecks of mica and studied them for a second. Then he
    nodded and opened up the book from the Restricted Section. Cross was already asleep
    in a corner of the room, but he came awake and purred at Harry as he sauntered over.
    Harry petted his head absently as he studied the book.

    He had the stones. He would need particular leaves, too, including ones from
    plants that probably didn't grow in the Forbidden Forest. Harry bit the corner of his
    lip, thinking. He'd never paid much attention to Herbology, but he knew Longbottom
    was a genius at it.

    And even though Harry wouldn't really say he and Longbottom were friends, they
    were people who knew each other. He didn't think Longbottom would mind
    helping him get these leaves, including some mandrake ones.

    After the leaves would come other ingredients, ones that might actually take him
    all year to gather. Amber with a creature imprisoned inside—and it had to be a
    spider, not any other type of creature. Pure marble carved for a statue's head but
    not actually used. A broken black rose.

    He might not be completing his experiment this year after all.

    Harry stood still, and ignored Cross's worried purrs, as his emotions broke across
    him. The first was relief. As if part of him didn't want to do this experiment, had
    never wanted to do it. And that was strange.

    He knew what he had to do. He'd accepted it. That meant he was committed
    to going ahead no matter what.

    After all, even if he Transfigured his own brain, that was only one. How else was
    he going to know what spells worked if he didn't also Transfigure some objects into a
    human being?
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    Chapter Twelve—Meeting Himself

    "I won't keep you long, Mr. Potter."

    Harry leaned back in the chair in Professor McGonagall's office and nodded
    shortly. He knew he should feel less impatient than he did. He still had months and
    months of the school year left. He could research all sorts of things in the Hogwarts
    library. He could do almost anything he wanted. He had some ingredients for the human
    Transfiguration he would do on the way.

    He wasn't losing much by accepting Professor McGonagall's invitation to tea. He
    would still have the chance to rescue his parents.

    "But I will keep you as long as I need to," Professor McGonagall said
    suddenly, and that startled Harry enough to make him really look at her for the first
    time since he'd entered.

    She sat with her teacup on her knee, and her eyes on him were bright and kind.
    Harry squirmed. He thought he knew what she looked like. She looked like Mrs. Jute,
    the primary school teacher who had briefly believed him about the Dursleys'
    abuse.

    "What did you want to talk about, Professor?" Harry asked. Perhaps he could hurry
    this along.

    "Your behavior is beginning to concern me, Mr. Potter," Professor McGonagall
    answered. "You still don't spend much time with your friends, and Professor Flitwick
    has told me you never went to him for Charms tutoring."

    "I did," Harry said, confused. "Last year."

    "But not more recently?" Professor McGonagall sighed into his silence. "Mr.
    Potter, you must do well in more subjects than only Transfiguration—and you are no
    longer as much of a prodigy in that as you once were."

    Harry sat still, because both frowning and smiling would seem suspicious. It was
    true that he'd never got better at the object-to-object Transfigurations that
    Professor McGonagall had assigned him. And what he was good at was starting
    to be highly illegal.

    "You must have other things in your life besides your schoolwork, Harry." Harry's
    senses went on full alert. When Professor McGonagall started to drop the formality,
    something bad was about to happen. "And Professor Lupin is concerned about you, as
    well. His expertise in Defense makes him sensitive to Dark Arts. He told me you have
    the reek of Dark magic about you."

    "I haven't used Dark Arts, Professor," Harry said quietly. That was true. Only
    certain Transfiguration spells were classified as Dark, mostly the ones that did
    something like change the shape of someone's throat so they would suffocate. They
    could test his wand until it snapped and find nothing incriminating.

    "There are ways and ways of being Dark, Mr. Potter. Which is to say that I believe
    you, but I also believe Professor Lupin."

    Harry felt as though someone had slammed his face into the pavement. For a
    moment.

    Then he shrugged to himself. Adults always believed other adults, in the end. He
    had thought Professor McGonagall was different, but he shouldn't have started
    thinking that. It only made him weaker, more vulnerable to pains like this.

    "I wonder what you really care about," said Professor McGonagall then. "You've
    been my student for two years, Harry, and yet I feel I don't really know you at
    all."

    Harry looked up at her. She had that same stern, kindly look in her eyes she got
    when she watched Padma putting too much power behind a spell.

    "I don't know what you think of your friends," Professor McGonagall continued, "or
    your professors, bar a few entirely justified comments on the incompetence of
    Professor Lockhart." She obviously wanted him to smile, so Harry did that. Professor
    McGonagall relaxed in a way that Terry probably wouldn't have noticed. "I don't know
    what you like to do to relax."

    "Transfiguration, Professor. And reading." Harry thought the last answer was
    probably a safe one. So did Ravenclaws.

    "Novels? Poetry? History?"

    "Transfiguration textbooks." She should know. She'd lent him most of them.

    Professor McGonagall's relaxation faded again. "But you must have other interests,
    Harry."

    Why must? Harry thought, but he did begin to understand then. This was
    the opposite of the kind of masks he'd had to learn with the Dursleys. There, people
    wanted him to look normal when they thought he was really strange and freakish. Here,
    people wanted to think he was normal to reassure themselves that he wasn't
    strange and freakish.

    Harry hadn't used his acting skills as often at Hogwarts, but that didn't mean
    he'd lost them.

    He relaxed a little and stared past Professor McGonagall's shoulder at the wall.
    "I like animals a lot, Professor," he said softly. "My—family didn't encourage that.
    I wish I could feed birds and watch insects, but they wouldn't let me put up a
    birdfeeder or anything like that."

    "You could do something about that interest while you're at school," said
    Professor McGonagall at once. "I know that you're taking Professor Hagrid's Care of
    Magical Creatures class. Why not spend time helping him tend the animals? I think
    he'd be grateful for the help."

    Harry gave Professor McGonagall a restrained smile. He enjoyed magical creatures,
    but he had already seen that Hagrid really had no ability to teach him about them.
    The only interesting thing that had happened so far in Hagrid's classes was Malfoy
    insulting a hippogriff that had nearly trampled him.

    Hagrid had managed to drag Malfoy out of the way in time. Harry had been more
    disappointed than he'd wanted to show.

    "I have a rat and a cat, Professor," said Harry. "I spend a lot of time with
    them."

    "What about an owl? Would you like to have one that would carry letters to your
    friends for you?"

    Harry was about to remind her that his only friends were ones he didn't really
    need to write letters to, since he saw them all the time, but then he remembered how
    important the acting was. He smiled. "That might be interesting, Professor."

    This time, her smile and her relaxation lasted longer. "Do you want me to order
    one for you?"

    Harry felt as though someone had plunged lightning into his chest. It was so
    strange to remember that Professor McGonagall was like this, committed to doing
    nice things for him if she could.

    "Um, no thank you, Professor. I would rather pick out my own."

    And apparently that was exactly the right thing to say, because Professor
    McGonagall stood up and crossed the room and gave him a small hug.

    "I've been so worried," she whispered into his hair. "But you're going to be okay
    after all, Harry. If you can want something, if you can make your own decisions and
    your own desires felt, then you're not Dark in the way I thought."

    Or you're just easier to fool, Harry thought, as he hugged her back,
    remembering the way he'd seen Dudley do it with Aunt Petunia. You're nice, and I
    feel sorry for you, but you are easy to fool.

    

    "These are some of the ingredients you wanted, Harry."

    Harry blinked at the petals and leaves Longbottom was holding towards him. "Wait,
    you got them?" he asked, cupping his hand to receive them. "I thought for
    sure I would have to order them."

    Longbottom smiled and leaned against the wall of the greenhouse. The red lightning
    bolt on his forehead was so bright it made Harry squint sometimes when he looked at
    him. "No, some of them grow fine in enchanted conditions. It's just that outside
    Hogwarts Herbology classes, those conditions are hard to replicate."

    "Thanks," said Harry, and peered at the ingredients again. Longbottom had even got
    him the broken black rose. He smiled and looked up. "What can I do to repay you?"

    Longbottom shifted around, and swallowed, and shuffled his feet. Harry studied him
    in curiosity. He thought Longbottom wanted to ask him something specific, but seconds
    went past and he kept on not saying it.

    "I just want to know what you're doing with those ingredients."

    "I'm using them in a Transfiguration ritual," Harry said. "Didn't I tell you
    that?" He was getting better at letting the faint surprise show up in his voice, and
    at blinking, but not too fast. "I thought I had."

    Longbottom hesitated once. Harry thought he was going to get away with it. But
    then he turned around and stared at Harry with eyes that shone as brightly as his
    scar.

    "You told me that, but you never told me what kind of ritual it was."

    Harry tilted his head back and let his eyes harden slightly. "I don't see why that
    concerns you."

    Longbottom closed his eyes, and his bottom lip quivered. Any second now, Harry
    thought, he would run away. That was what he did with Professor Snape and Professor
    McGonagall and some of the creatures in Hagrid's class and just about anything that
    was a little bit frightening.

    But Longbottom surprised him. He said, "I got you those ingredients. They're
    pretty rare. Th-they could be used for lots of different things. I'm responsible for
    making sure you don't do something Dark with them, since I'm the one who found
    them."

    Harry stared at Longbottom. He cared about things like that? Harry had
    thought he only cared about Herbology and shrinking away from his fame.

    Longbottom stood there and bit his lip some more. He didn't move away, and he
    didn't attack Harry, and he didn't laugh and say that he'd always thought Harry was
    Dark. Since those were the only reactions Harry had ever imagined someone having if
    they even started to know what he was doing, it shook him profoundly.

    Then Longbottom said, "Can't you just—you can tell me the truth? Who else am I
    going to tell? No one else would listen to me about something like that. They just
    always want to know about V-Voldemort and whether I'm like my parents."

    Harry heard how much courage it took him to say Voldemort's name. Even though he
    would probably have to say it all the time. Although maybe not hear it all the time.
    Harry thought Dumbledore was the only one who said it on a regular basis.

    And still he stood there, afraid and knowing that Harry might get upset with him,
    but needing answers.

    Why?

    Harry blinked once. Then he said, "It's like you feel that the whole world is your
    responsibility, right? That you can't help someone do something bad even by accident,
    because that would be wrong for you. For your responsibility," he added, when
    Longbottom only stared and blinked some more.

    "I—I don't think it's my responsibility to save the whole world. That would be
    silly."

    "But you can think something's silly and still go on thinking it." Harry ought to
    know that. He had believed for most of his childhood that he would get away from the
    Dursleys even though it was a stupid thing to think, and there was no one else who
    could help him, and his own attempts always failed. But he had gone on believing
    it.

    "I can." Longbottom shut his eyes. "Can you just tell me?"

    "I want to help heal people," said Harry. Which was perfectly true and made him
    feel better about the strange ringing in his ears that had started when he realized
    Longbottom wanted to help people.

    "Oh. Well, that's good." Longbottom opened his eyes and gave him a happy smile. "I
    like healing. I kind of wish I could be a Healer, but I think my grandmother's going
    to make me be an Auror. Like Dad," he added, before Harry could ask why.

    Harry wondered if there were people who would think that he should be an Auror
    like his father. But that would require more people knowing who his parents were, and
    caring more about them. He knew Snape hated his parents as much as he loved them, but
    two people out of thousands, or millions, weren't much.

    I'm free, in a way, because I can do whatever I want to heal my parents. But
    poor Longbottom has to live up to all these other people's expectations.

    Harry put a hand on his chest. There was a strange burning sensation there, like
    indigestion. It was one he'd only learned at Hogwarts, because there was never enough
    food at the Dursleys' to cause it.

    What is that? Harry hadn't even had food recently. You'd think that the
    indigestion would leave him alone until then.

    "Are you okay, Potter?"

    Harry looked up, and met Longbottom's eyes, and nodded. He hesitated once, then
    added, "You know, if you want some tutoring in Transfiguration, then I could help
    you. I know you could do better in that class."

    Longbottom shuffled in place again. "Well, I've already got some tutoring from
    Professor McGonagall, and honestly it didn't seem to help," he murmured. "I'm just
    not that good at Transfiguration. I was thinking about concentrating more on
    P-Potions and Herbology…"

    The burning in Harry's chest intensified. Absently wondering if one of the
    Slytherins had cast a curse on him when he wasn't looking, he leaned forwards and
    tried to look as persuasive as he could. "But it might be different with a fellow
    student helping you, right? I mean, I really like Professor McGonagall, but she
    is intimidating."

    Longbottom stood upright and stared at him with his mouth a little open. "I didn't
    know anyone else thought that," he said. "I mean, Hermione's always talking about how
    she's a great Head of House, and Ron acts a little sheepish when she catches him out
    in class, but he doesn't say it like that."

    Harry snorted. "Maybe they all think that Professor Snape is so bad it messes up
    their standards." He also privately thought Longbottom needed to spend some time with
    someone besides Weasley and Granger. Plenty of Ravenclaws respected McGonagall and
    thought she was intimidating at the same time. "I'd be happy to tutor you."

    "Just for helping with your ingredients?" Longbottom looked at the plants and
    petals in Harry's hand again.

    "Because I want to help you."

    The burning sensation seemed to dim. Harry blinked. That was it? That was the only
    thing he had to say to get the curse taken off?

    But when he thought about it, that was ridiculous, really. There wouldn't be a
    curse on him to say nice things to Longbottom. If anything, one of the Slytherins
    would have cursed him to say nasty things to Longbottom, because that was
    the only thing they'd value.

    "I—that's awfully nice of you, Harry." Longbottom paused shyly for a second. "Can
    I call you Harry?"

    "Of course you can." Harry decided being nice to Longbottom was probably easier
    than being nice to most other people, because he expected so little that he was
    overwhelmed by whatever you wanted to say.

    "Good." Longbottom waited for something Harry couldn't sense again, and then
    added, "You can call me Neville."

    Harry reached out with one hand, not the one that held the ingredients Longbottom
    had given him. Longbottom shook it firmly.

    "Neville," Harry repeated, and thought he would have to get used to it, just like
    he had with Terry.

    

    Severus stepped slowly back from the Retrocognition Potion, keeping his eyes
    locked on it. This was the trickiest moment of the brewing. He would have to use all
    his skill and concentration to make sure it proceeded as it was supposed to.

    The potion bubbled, golden smoke-rings drifting up from it, and Severus tensed a
    little. This would be harder to handle the moment the smoke-rings turned from golden
    to yellow.

    And he could not act a second too soon or too late, or the potion would be ruined.
    Any number of brewers Severus knew would not have been able to say where the line
    between golden and yellow lay.

    But he was watching, with every sense tensed and flickering out from him, sweeping
    over the rings, and he knew.

    It was…now.

    Severus's wand flicked out, and he snapped the proper Latin incantation.
    "Apprehendo!"

    The moment ticked and slid over. And the smoke-rings remained motionless, not
    drifting up towards the ceiling on the journey that the rest of them had taken, would
    naturally take.

    The potion did not explode and drench Severus in liquid that would have proven
    harder to get rid of than burning hot tar, either.

    Severus half-closed his eyes for a moment, and let himself drift in almost
    pleasant exhaustion. As long as he had done this right, then the next step would not
    be impossible—would be merely challenging, in fact.

    When he opened his eyes, the smoke-rings remained in place, a perfect ladder that
    ran the gamut from gold down into the subtler shades of yellow. Severus walked closer
    to them, around them, and considered them for a long moment before he cast the spell
    that would bind them to the cauldron. The smoke swayed a little as he did it, but
    didn't change the shape of the rings or their colors.

    I have done it right, yes.

    Severus didn't ride the crest of his triumph as he might have been able to do with
    another, less complicated potion. He still had several steps ahead of him before he
    could declare the potion mastered and force it to release the vision he wanted to
    see.

    But he knew, now, that he would see his enemy.

    For that level of gladness, he was willing to wait.

    

    "It's not my imagination that he's getting better, is it?" Remus asked, leaning
    over to whisper to her at the Head Table.

    Minerva didn't look away from Harry among his Ravenclaw friends—and one
    Gryffindor—not wanting to answer until she thought she had an answer.
    Longbottom was talking softly, intently, to Harry, about a book spread out in front
    of both of them. Minerva knew only that it wasn't a Transfiguration book; none of
    them that Harry had borrowed from her or used in class had colors or pages like
    that.

    Harry had a surprised expression on his face. He flipped the page, appeared to
    read something, and then nodded to Longbottom.

    Longbottom sat back with such a triumphant expression on his face that a few of
    the Ravenclaws stopped eating to tease him or congratulate him or maybe both; Minerva
    couldn't tell from this distance. But Longbottom's triumph stayed, even through the
    teasing, if that was what it was.

    And Harry was smiling.

    Minerva breathed out slowly. She didn't know what had made Harry want to spend
    time with Longbottom, if it was a purely practical matter of receiving help in
    Herbology or pity. She found it hard to imagine other motivations, as self-possessed
    as Harry was. But there they were.

    A friend, outside his House. A friend whom even now, after the debacle with the
    Heir of Slytherin had been resolved last year, some people stayed far away from.

    "He is getting better," Minerva said, with a nod to Remus, who was sniffing as if
    he could actually pick up on Harry's scent from this far away. "He has to be. There's
    no other explanation."

    

    Things had changed. Harry knew they had. He just wasn't entirely sure how or
    why.

    On the surface, he knew Neville was the one responsible for most of the changes.
    He visited Harry all the time now in the library, and even came back with him to
    Ravenclaw Tower on the weekends. Harry had tensed up the first time he did that, but
    other than a few curious glances, no one seemed to notice.

    Well, one person did.

    "Off to spend time with Neville again?" Terry would ask, and the question
    gradually became more and more hostile. Harry finally turned around about the sixth
    time he asked it and stared at him.

    "And if I am," he asked, "what's it to you?"

    Terry turned as red as Neville's tie. He spluttered a little. Harry stood and
    listened to him doing it, while he stroked Amicus in his pocket. Amicus was getting
    restless now that they didn't spend as much time in the dungeon workroom. Cross
    seemed to have adapted better. He slept on Harry's pillow and ate the treats that
    Neville fed him.

    "I—I want to know because you were my friend first." Terry squared up his
    shoulders. "And I spent all this time telling people you were my best
    friend," he added in a muffled voice. "It makes them doubt me when you go off and
    spend all your time with someone else."

    Harry blinked. "I thought Anthony was your best friend," was all he could think of
    to say.

    Terry turned his head to the side. And sulked.

    Harry ran a hand through his hair. He knew that made it stand on end, and Aunt
    Petunia hated it. Even Snape seemed to sneer at him more often when he did that. Not
    until he looked more closely at some old school photographs of his parents that
    Professor McGonagall had got hold of from "somewhere" did Harry see that his dad had
    had hair exactly like this when it was ruffled.

    He tried to run his hand through his hair all the time in Potions class now.

    "I didn't know you felt that way," he told Terry. "But you can come with us if you
    want. No one said you couldn't. You just never asked, so I assumed you didn't want
    to."

    Terry turned back, his eyes intent. "I don't think we should only study for
    Transfiguration and read about Herbology."

    "We don't. We also study Potions." Neville was getting a little better at them,
    although Harry heard that it didn't show much in Snape's classes. Apparently Snape
    didn't snap at Neville as much during his private training, though.

    Terry rolled his eyes. "I want to go flying."

    "Neville hates flying. He's scared of heights."

    "Which means you are choosing him over me. I knew it." Terry turned his back and
    wrapped his arms around his legs.

    Harry stared at him. He had that burning feeling in his chest again. He rubbed it.
    Last time, he had helped Neville and that had got rid of it, but this time, he had no
    idea what would work. He couldn't stay here and leave Neville by himself; he couldn't
    go flying with Terry because it wouldn't be fair to Neville.

    Amicus popped his head out of Harry's pocket and stared at him with his whiskers
    twitching. He was used to Harry solving problems easily, Harry thought absently, and
    probably didn't understand why Harry couldn't solve this one.

    And it was simple, when Harry thought about it. "All right," he said.
    "Neville and I will take our books to the Quidditch pitch. Come with us. You can fly,
    and we'll watch you. Neville might even have some comments on your technique." Harry
    never did, since he hadn't grown up with Quidditch and wasn't interested enough to
    learn about it.

    Terry turned around and perked up. "Really?"

    "Sure." Harry shrugged. "It's the only thing I can think of that will make
    everyone happy, and I want both you and Neville to be happy."

    Terry came flying off his bed. For the merest second, Harry thought there was
    someone behind him Terry was attacking, and he tensed, but then Terry simply grabbed
    him and swung him back and forth, muttering nonsense words that only came clear a
    second later.

    "You do care, you do care."

    Harry patted Terry's back. And Terry let go of him and stepped away a second
    later, coughing and looking around even though they'd been alone in their bedroom all
    afternoon.

    "Right," said Harry cautiously. Terry had his own broom, unlike all but a few of
    the students in Ravenclaw. "Come on, then."

    Terry made no sense, Harry thought as he turned around. Harry understood Neville
    because Neville had a responsibility to the rest of the world the way that Harry had
    a responsibility to his parents. But as far as Harry could tell, Terry didn't have a
    burden like that. He just liked to go to classes and make jokes and groan about their
    homework and read.

    And fly.

    But the important part was that the burning sensation in his chest had gone.

    

    "You think there's that much of a relationship between plants and the potions
    they're used in all the time?" Neville stared at the book in awe.

    Harry smiled at him. It was nice to be able to teach people things. Nice to be
    smart and not punished for it, the way he would have been at the Dursleys'. And
    Neville wasn't stupid. He just needed a lot of encouragement.

    "Not all the time. This is a special case." Harry tapped the page with one finger,
    which listed the number of chopped-up nettles that one needed to use for a
    Skin-Stinging Potion. "But you can probably come up with a way to memorize how the
    potions relate to the plants. You know lots of things about plants I don't."

    Neville nodded, but not arrogantly. It was just the way he was, Harry thought, so
    used to being told Herbology was his best class that he accepted it. Then, abruptly,
    he looked up and shook his head. "You'd never catch the Snitch like that, Terry!" he
    called.

    Harry looked up, too. Terry was weaving all over the pitch, leaning to the side.
    Harry supposed he was practicing looking for the Snitch. Terry had bragged
    about wanting to be the Ravenclaw Seeker, although as far as Harry knew, Davies had
    no intention of replacing Chang.

    Terry flipped back up and flew down, landing in front of them and plowing a long
    furrow in the dirt. "You're probably right," he panted, and tossed his hair out of
    his eyes. "Why don't you show them how it's done?"

    Harry would have got upset, except he realized Terry was holding the broom out to
    him and not Neville, which meant he wasn't making fun of Neville.

    He shrugged. "I don't know how to catch the Snitch because I don't know how to
    play Quidditch," he said, and turned back to the book.

    "Harry." Terry bounced the broom at him. "I just meant I want you to get up and
    show me how you can fly. Unless you're scared." He lowered his voice.

    Neville turned scarlet. Harry narrowed his eyes. Amicus stirred in his pocket, and
    Harry took him gently out and put him on the ground so he could run instead of join
    the flight with Harry.

    "I don't want you to make fun of him," Harry said back, as he took the broom.

    "I won't." Although Terry might have meant he only wouldn't because he was getting
    his own way, Harry thought sourly, as he watched Terry move back and fold his arms,
    staring at Harry expectantly.

    Harry shrugged and slung his leg over the broom. He knew he would disappoint Terry
    because he didn't know any of the fancy maneuvers and techniques for playing the game
    that you had to in Quidditch. He flew like himself, and that wasn't like anyone
    else.

    Still, with the sky above him and the thick snow they'd got since Christmas only
    drifting down in tiny flakes now…

    I could invent a game of my own.

    Harry kicked off from the ground without a coherent plan in his head, only that he
    wanted to soar. He twisted and turned, bucking around the snowflakes, taking points
    from himself when he felt them touch his skin. Then he drew his wand, cast a
    Color-Changing Charm on one particularly large snowflake, and aimed after it.

    He was diving then, the air all around him charged with excitement and streaming
    past his ears. His cheeks stung. He held out his hand and turned to the side just as
    the colored snowflake swirled on a stray breeze and almost escaped.

    It didn't escape. Instead, it came to rest in Harry's palm. He whooped and tossed
    it up, then blew on it. It was already half-melted from the warmth of his hand; it
    melted the rest of the way in his breath as he watched.

    "Bloody hell, Potter."

    Harry turned swiftly around where he was hovering a few meters above the pitch.
    That didn't sound like Neville's or Terry's voice.

    Nor was it. Roger Davies stood behind him, his own broom gripped in his hand, his
    jaw dropped. Behind him stood the rest of the Ravenclaw Quidditch team, wrapped in
    thick practice robes. Harry blinked. Now he remembered that there was practice today.
    Terry had said he'd only fly a little while because of that.

    "Sorry for taking up the pitch when you wanted it, Davies," Harry said, and hoped
    it was smooth, the way his acting needed to be, to fool people. He flew down, hopped
    neatly off the broom, and took it back to Terry.

    Terry refused to take it. He mouthed something Harry couldn't make out and pointed
    excitedly at Davies. Harry stared stonily back. He wasn't interested in being on any
    teams.

    "That was some hard flying," said one of the Chasers, his voice almost
    hushed. Harry thought his name was Jeremy Stretton. "I don't think my brother could
    do something like that, and he was a good enough Seeker that he thought about playing
    professional Quidditch!"

    Cho Chang smiled at Harry when he caught her eye. "I think you were really good,"
    she said quietly. "Where did you learn to fly like that?"

    And there it is again, Harry thought, in an agony of bitterness and
    frustration. They all wanted to know how he could do this, the way Terry used to
    wonder how he was so good at Transfiguration. And if he even tried to explain, that
    it just came naturally to him, they wouldn't believe him. And it was so
    annoying to hear that again and again. As annoying as it used to be to hear
    the word "freak" from the Dursleys. This was another kind of freakishness.

    "I just do," Harry said. "And I don't know the rules of Quidditch, and I don't
    want to be on the team." Terry still wouldn't take his broom, so Harry dropped it on
    the ground at his feet and turned towards the school.

    "I didn't say you had to be on the team." Davies was jogging to keep up with him.
    "We have a Seeker."

    "Good." A few of Harry's muscles unclenched. Neville had followed him and now
    trotted behind Davies, looking anxiously back and forth between Harry and the
    Captain.

    "But I do think it's strange that you never tried out." Davies looked at him
    again, and Harry had the unnerving feeling Davies was seeing into his muscles and
    bones, the way that Harry tried to when he imagined animals he could Transfigure
    objects into. "Didn't you want to? We don't always take second-years, but you could
    have done it when your third year started for sure."

    Harry shook his head. "I don't like the game. I just like flying."

    "Really?"

    And now Davies was staring at him as if he was, yes, strange and a freak, and
    Harry couldn't stand it. He broke into a run, and Davies was at least kind enough not
    to follow. Harry thought he heard Terry trying to explain something when he was most
    of the way up to the school. He couldn't clearly hear the words and didn't bother
    trying, though.

    "Harry. Harry! Wait up."

    That was Neville. Harry was moving too fast for him. He slowed down, but continued
    walking with his head turned away. Neville panted up on the other side of him, and
    didn't stop panting for a while, even though they were shuffling along now compared
    to the earlier pace.

    "Do you always do that?" Neville asked finally.

    "Do what? I don't think there's anything wonderful about being offered a position
    on a Quidditch team that I don't want. I told Terry last year and the year before
    that I don't want to play, and-"

    "I didn't mean that," Neville said. His voice was almost back to normal now. "I
    mean, do you always run away when someone says something nice to you?"

    Harry stopped and stared at him. "No," he said plainly. "Or I could never have
    become friends with you."

    Neville flushed. "I learned to stop saying how good you were in Transfiguration
    and Potions, though," he said. "And how unfair it is that Snape takes so many points
    from you just because of who your dad was-"

    "Is."

    Neville paused, then said, "It's really all about your parents, isn't it? Today
    was the first time I saw you look embarrassed, but you also say you don't really
    enjoy Quidditch and I think you mean it. You only act angry or upset or interested
    when someone's talking about your parents, though."

    It hit Harry like a wall, the remembrance that he had barely spent any time in his
    workroom the last few months. All the hours in the library with Neville and Terry,
    and helping Anthony with Defense Against the Dark Arts, and getting kidnapped by
    Finnigan so he could ramble at Harry in the Gryffindor common room, and doing
    homework, and lying on his bed with Cross purring on his stomach. He'd done all that.
    He'd also gathered some ingredients for the human Transfiguration he was going to
    do.

    But he hadn't thought hard enough about healing his parents' brains. He hadn't
    practiced on his own brain. He hadn't started the human Transfiguration,
    even though by now he had enough ingredients that he could do a partial one.

    It's like you never cared about us at all, said his mum's voice in the
    back of his head.

    Harry turned and ran, and this time he ignored Neville's shouting behind him.
    Neville was part of the problem.

    

    Harry panted as he bolted into the dungeon workroom and locked the door behind
    him, finally. He'd had to wait a few increasingly desperate minutes for the
    Slytherins who'd been standing outside their common room, laughing, to actually
    move and let him find the door.

    Amicus had come running to him when he entered the school, and now he hopped out
    and leaned his nose against Harry's cheek, without even squeaking. Harry fell to his
    knees and gasped a few times. His chest was tight. It felt as if he didn't have
    enough room for his lungs.

    Then he stood up and moved determinedly towards the pile of ingredients he had in
    the corner. He was going to make a human. He even had the carved marble
    block for the head now. He would do what he had to do.

    He was going to make a human and experiment on its brain. Because nothing mattered
    except his parents.

    He drew his wand and stood there. He knew the incantation; he had practiced the
    words until they literally came to him in the middle of his dreams. Commuto
    abundantiam hominem. He knew them the way he knew the shine his mum's eyes would
    have when she was healed and she could see him—

    But long moments passed, and he couldn't move.

    Then Harry made a soft noise and fell to his knees. Amicus raced around him in a
    circle, squeaking. Harry stared at the collection of objects and didn't cry, because
    he had left crying behind him a long time ago.

    The tight feeling in his chest grew worse and worse, until he actually thought
    someone had his organs in a fist and was squeezing them.

    The burning feeling hadn't been a Slytherin casting a curse at him. Harry didn't
    think this was a curse, either. Only something he should be able to conquer and
    hadn't so far. He sagged back and laid a shaking hand over his heart.

    He should be stronger. He shouldn't have wanted to spend time around Neville and
    Terry so much. He shouldn't have felt, for even a second, hurt at Neville's
    words.

    He should be stronger than this. If he cared about something other than
    his parents, then what was he?

    Someone who didn't even do the experiments on himself that he promised he
    would. Experiments you could have done a long time before you stated gathering the
    ingredients you would need to Transfigure a human.

    Harry lifted his wand and aimed it at his temple. There was a little pause while
    his hand shook and his lungs shook from the force of his breath. He could do the
    spell. He had looked up those incantations, too, although he didn't know them as well
    as the spell that would change objects into a human.

    He closed his eyes. He opened his mouth.

    Small teeth grabbed the wand and wrestled with him for it. Harry opened his eyes
    and found himself staring at Amicus, who stared back and tugged fiercely at his
    wand.

    Harry let it go. Amicus ran off into a corner with the wand and crouched over it,
    staring at him.

    Harry shook his head a little. He had cast spells on Amicus, so he wasn't simply
    an ordinary Transfigured rat, like the ones they had made in Professor McGonagall's
    class. He was loyal to Harry. He served Harry's goals. He was smart enough to do lots
    of things that even a trained rat couldn't do. And Harry had added to the spells as
    he got older and found more that could improve Amicus and make him smarter.

    Why would he take the wand from me? I know I cast spells that would make him
    loyal to my ultimate goal. He shouldn't even be able to do that!

    Harry took a step towards Amicus. Amicus chattered at him in warning, then bent
    down and opened his teeth above the wand.

    Harry froze. He could bite through it. Maybe not completely, but certainly enough
    to make the wand malfunction. Harry had seen what happened when Weasley's wand wasn't
    working right last year.

    And Harry couldn't afford that. He needed his wand whole.

    He and Amicus stood there and traded frozen glares until a new thought squirmed to
    life in Harry's head. Amicus served his ultimate goals. That meant he could stop
    Harry in small actions along the way that might seem profitable but wouldn't serve
    him in the end. He had herded Harry off to bed before instead of letting him study
    all night, because getting ill wouldn't help Harry heal his parents.

    Could it be—

    That trying to Transfigure his own brain wouldn't help? Or maybe even
    trying to Transfigure objects like these into a human before he was ready?

    Harry shuddered. As if they had only been waiting for that barrier of
    acknowledgment to fall, objections were piling up thick and fast in his head now.

    Neville already knew some of the ingredients. He might not be suspicious now, but
    he could get to be, and he could give that information to someone else. And Professor
    McGonagall was already concerned. And Terry was jealous and suspicious about where
    Harry went when he wasn't with him. He might follow Harry down here.

    Both Neville and Corwin, the centaur, knew about Harry's goals. It wouldn't take
    much for them to tell, after all, or for Neville to add some of the evidence together
    and come up with the right answer.

    Harry had to be careful. He couldn't do whatever he wanted and take
    risks, because healing his parents was more important than anything—more important
    than the qualms he suffered along the way or the shortcuts he wanted to take or the
    impatience he felt.

    Harry fell to his knees. He distrusted the answer building in his head, because it
    felt too much like giving in to his weakness, like saying it was okay to spend time
    with these "friends" after all and even fly, which was the greatest distraction he'd
    found.

    But it was the answer. Harry knew it by the way that Amicus immediately ran back
    to him with his wand when Harry bowed his head, and pushed the wand into his hand,
    and then nuzzled his palm with whiskers that tickled.

    Harry wasn't good enough to practice human Transfiguration yet. If he let himself
    get distracted and thwarted this easily, and if he was about to rush ahead and do the
    spell without enough preparation, he really wasn't ready.

    Harry opened his eyes. Amicus sat upright on the floor in front of him, forepaws
    resting on Harry's fingers and eyes peering anxiously at him.

    "You think that's right?" Harry whispered. "You think it's all right to wait a
    while and even act—normal?"

    Amicus made a sound that he usually only made when he saw cheese and leaped,
    landing on Harry's shoulder beside his cheek, where he rolled his fur over and over
    against Harry's nose and the corner of his eye.

    Harry closed his eyes and slowly raised his hand, stroking Amicus's back. His
    friend had saved him from making a shameful mistake. He would have to wait. He would
    have to accept being weak for a time until he was stronger.

    The tide of relief he felt made him kneel there and ask another question. Was
    it—maybe—all right to have some friends and some flying for himself? Some time when
    he didn't work on healing his parents?

    I suppose, if Mum and Dad love me, they would want that for me.

    It was a difficult thought, and Harry sat there on the floor of the workroom until
    he had time to get used to it. Then he stood, slowly, and made sure that no one was
    in the corridor outside the workroom before he left.

    He would go upstairs, and study. He would find Terry and Neville, and apologize.
    He would take some time to think and discover and do what he could to make sure that
    he was ready for this, and not distracted, and didn't long so much to do something
    else that he would make mistakes.

    All the way out of the dungeons, Amicus never stopped rubbing against his
    cheek.

  


  
    13. Free Fall
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    Chapter Thirteen—Free Fall

    Severus sat back and laid the last stirring spoon down beside the cauldron. His
    hands shook. He stilled them with sheer force of will, not moving, not folding them,
    not taking his gaze from the cauldron that steamed, with a thin layer of golden
    liquid on the bottom.

    The potion was complete, and now he had only to drink it tonight, which was the
    time of the next full moon, and it would reveal his nemesis to him.

    Severus grimaced. Of course, he must also make sure that the werewolf's next
    Wolfsbane potion was ready before the full moon.

    Why did Albus hire Lupin? He cannot think that Lupin really knows more about
    Defense than I know, and I am already working far too many hours training the
    Longbottom boy.

    Severus sighed. He thought perhaps that Lupin being a werewolf had more
    to do with it than anything. Albus wanted Longbottom to learn how to counter Dark
    creatures, and there was no denying that Lupin knew much about them from firsthand
    experience.

    Severus would never like Lupin, but he hated the Dark Lord more. His mind flinched
    whenever he touched the image of Lily Evans lying broken and staring in St.
    Mungo's.

    He turned and lifted the single ladle-ful of potion from the cauldron. It shone,
    murky dreams moving in it. Severus closed his eyes and cast the charms that would
    lock his door securely and block the Floo. Last, he set up a shimmering shield around
    his own body. He must not be touched for the time that the potion proceeded through
    changing him and altering his perspective.

    He would see the vision of his enemy twice: once from the outside, and then from
    the inside, as though he was within the enemy's head, sharing his thoughts. The first
    vision would not be especially dazzling. Severus had read that the second part was
    worse than crashing into the fully-prepared barriers of a master Occlumens.

    He tipped the ladle. The potion ran down his throat.

    His throat burned.

    And the world exploded.

    

    Harry stood outside the door for a long time, frowning. He didn't want to think
    that what Professor McGonagall had told him was true, because that meant—well, it
    meant his parents had had almost exclusively bad friends, except for Sirius Black.
    One who betrayed them and one who was a coward.

    Harry wondered for a second how anyone could have such bad taste in
    friends. He knew that he had friends, but he also had the means to prevent them from
    hurting him. Dudley had taught him that.

    Finally, Harry knocked on Remus Lupin's door.

    Lupin opened it at once. He looked pale. Harry wondered if Professor McGonagall
    had told him that Harry was coming to talk to him.

    Now that Harry was watching for it, he could see the small start when Lupin saw
    him, and the way his eyes instantly swept over Harry and down the corridor, as if he
    was looking for someone else he could focus on and talk to. He never spent long
    talking to Harry in class. The day with the Boggart had been the longest time. He
    never took points away from him or reprimanded him—because Harry did nothing in
    Defense class worth taking points away for or reprimanding—but he would look away as
    if the sight of him was painful.

    "Hello, Mr. Potter. What do you need?"

    "Professor McGonagall told me that you know my parents. I'd like to have some
    memories of them that aren't just them staring at me with blank eyes when I tell them
    my name."

    Lupin recoiled. His hand came up as if he would wave Harry back down the corridor.
    Harry didn't intend to let that stop him. He stepped inside and stood there
    slowly twirling his wand through his fingers.

    Amicus stirred in his pocket. There were mice there, too. Harry had brought them
    in case Lupin was going to be difficult. He didn't think that would really happen,
    but then, he didn't think his friends would betray him, either. He still had to be
    prepared in case it did.

    "You know them," Harry said again. He didn't think Lupin's reaction was due to
    shock, or innocence.

    "I knew them." Lupin sat down hard on a chair in the middle of his rooms,
    shaking his head. "I haven't been to visit them much since they went into St.
    Mungo's. I—it hurts too much."

    A great, calm, patient rage began to move through Harry on soft feet. He told
    himself he couldn't let it explode, though, any more than he could let Cross actually
    attack Uncle Vernon. He stood to lose too much if he did. He moved forwards and took
    the chair across from Lupin, a wooden one, even though he hadn't been invited. He
    reckoned Lupin owed him at least this much.

    "They're still your friends."

    "Not the vital people they once were," Lupin said hoarsely, and wiped at his eyes.
    "You didn't—well, at least you can't remember. They were so happy when they had you.
    You were literally the light of James's eyes. I never saw them sparkle more than when
    he was looking at you."

    Harry sat still and let that hit him like a stone, accepting the bruise for the
    sake of its beauty. Then he said, "I want to know more. If all you can tell me is
    what you remember them as, that's still more than I knew before."

    Lupin looked him over carefully. "You never knew? I mean, Lily said her sister was
    awful, but I thought she would at least take you to visit them."

    Harry hid a smile. It seemed Professor McGonagall hadn't told Lupin enough about
    the Dursleys for him to recognize what a ridiculous statement that was. Well, Harry
    could use it as a weapon. He couldn't even help it. If people kept leaving
    weapons lying next to him, he would have to use them.

    "My aunt has no patience with what she calls freakishness." He said it
    the way Petunia would, and saw Lupin flinch back into the chair. "She never even told
    me my parents were alive. I had to learn that from Professor McGonagall. I grew up
    thinking they were dead, and even if they weren't, they would have abandoned me at my
    aunt and uncle's house."

    "God," Lupin whispered. He bowed his head. Harry saw his hands trembling.
    "That's—Minerva told me a little, but I had no idea."

    Harry paused, and then continued, "Professor McGonagall told me you had some
    reasons for not coming to get me, Professor Lupin." Lupin's head snapped up, and he
    looked panicked. "I don't know what they were. But I think the least you owe me is
    telling me what my parents were like."

    Lupin heaved a painful breath. Harry wondered for a second if it would work. He
    thought other people would have done it better. Some of the Slytherins, probably.
    Professor Snape. They would have been able to manipulate Lupin without him even
    knowing he'd been manipulated. But Harry had done the best he could with what he
    had.

    Amicus stirred in his pocket again, reminding Harry that his best was really
    better than what most other people could muster.

    "All right. Yes, of course. You're right." Lupin looked up. "I never saw anyone as
    intelligent as your mother. I mean, Miss Granger is rather bright, and of course some
    of the professors here are masters in their subjects. But your mother—Lily was just
    good at everything she tried. Potions, Charms, Defense." He gave Harry a considering
    look. "Your father was the one who was good at Transfiguration. This is something I'd
    like to tell you, but you need to not repeat it, to Professor McGonagall or anyone
    else."

    Harry wanted to laugh at the notion that he went around repeating secrets, but he
    only nodded and said, "I won't, Professor."

    "Your father became an unregistered Animagus," said Lupin softly. "He was a
    stag."

    Harry sat there and felt the revelation explode through him. It felt better than
    anything, he thought. Better than learning to master Transfiguration. Better than
    hiding his secrets from people. Better than flying.

    My father was like me.

    Lupin was talking on, something about Black being a dog Animagus and Pettigrew a
    rat Animagus, but Harry could barely listen. Wings were lifting him from his chair,
    and he wanted to say something. But there were no words that would be enough.

    No, he wanted to go to his workroom and start work right away on the creation of a
    spell that would bring his father back.

    But Lupin was still talking, and Harry forced himself to pay attention. "—that was
    the only way Sirius knew where Peter had gone. No one else would have thought to look
    for a rat, but Sirius did. He even trapped him in a place he wouldn't easily be able
    to escape as a rat." Lupin sighed deeply. "And it cost both of them their lives."

    Harry appreciated Black's heroism, he had no tears to spend for Pettigrew, and he
    was more interested in his parents anyway. It would probably look strange if he
    showed no interest in Lupin, though. "What kind of Animagus were you, Professor?"

    Lupin turned paler. He was sweating a little, even, as if he thought Harry would
    run right out and report his dead friends and Harry's dad to the Ministry. "It—I
    wasn't as good at Transfiguration as the others, Harry. I wasn't one. I loved to play
    with them, though."

    Harry just nodded and asked, "You said my mother was brilliant at Potions. Is that
    one reason Professor Snape doesn't like me?"

    Lupin smiled in a strained way. "In part, Harry. You see…"

    

    Severus twisted around and landed in the corridor outside his storage cupboard. He
    didn't waste time looking around for clues that would tell him when it was. He had
    concentrated too hard on the time he wanted to see when he was brewing. The potion
    would not have brought him back to a different one.

    He waited and watched, his senses quivering. A second later, a shadow stirred
    around the corner. Severus found himself falling back and holding his breath even
    though his enemy could no more sense him here than they could have in a Pensieve
    memory.

    The shadow did puzzle him. It seemed to be too small, and there was only one.
    Severus had been so sure there was a conspiracy. Perhaps older students had put a
    younger one under Imperius and commanded him to do their dirty work?

    But no seventh-year students last year had been accomplished Occlumens. Severus
    would have found them. And the ones who had been sixth- or fifth-years and had come
    back this year had had their minds read more than once.

    The figure came around the corner.

    It was Potter.

    Severus stared. Surprise kept him still as Potter knelt on the floor. A flowing
    wave of mice surrounded him, and for an instant Severus thought they were illusions.
    But the bodies in his potions could not have been, not to ruin them, and in a minute
    the mice gathered around Potter.

    Severus moved to the side so he could see Potter's face. His green eyes were
    remote and cold, the eyes of a hawk. He cast a glance at the door to Severus's
    quarters, and turned back to the mice in front of him. His face was almost blank,
    except for the fire in his eyes.

    "You know where you're going," Potter said, and Severus realized he was talking to
    the mice. "Go get him." His wand raised and came down in a precise motion, far more
    precise than any of the motions he'd made in Severus's class. Of course, Severus did
    not allow students to use their wands in there. "Bibilus."

    The brown light that surrounded the mice betokened no spell Severus was familiar
    with, but he knew enough Latin to figure it out from the incantation. It made the
    mice thirsty, so they would jump into the potions.

    What Severus did not understand was how Potter had learned to cast such a powerful
    spell, or learned the spells that themselves would make the mice loyal. Had he simply
    captured the wild mice of the castle and tamed them? But even that was beyond the
    skill and patience level of a typical student.

    Potter was very much a typical student. Minerva had been used to praise his
    progress in Transfiguration, but lately she had had to admit that Potter had slowed
    down and didn't seem to have as much gift for the art as she had thought.

    Transfiguration.

    Potter could have Transfigured the mice from objects. It was not difficult for
    someone with a lot of power and a good grasp of Latin.

    But Severus shook his head a second later. Potter had neither. Severus could not
    have missed that power when Potter was brewing, whether or not he allowed the boy to
    use a wand in his class. Severus would have felt the pressure of his core, and his
    potions would have turned out correct more often than they did.

    It seemed he was about to learn what Potter had really done, because the world
    turned sideways and he slid into an explosion of constellations. The potion was
    preparing him for the second vision, taking him inside his enemy's head.

    Severus felt for a moment as though he had hit a wall at high speed. He shook his
    head groggily. The potion had never promised this physical a reaction, and for a
    moment he wondered if he had read the descriptions right, or if they had left out
    something about intense pain.

    Then he realized the pain was background.

    Potter knelt in front of Severus's supply cupboard with a mind full of jagged
    shards of pain. Severus could not grasp all of them, because Potter had not been
    thinking of all of them during the moment when he was outside that door. But there
    was enough to let him know it was mostly about Potter's parents.

    Severus sneered. Ah, yes. For his father's honor he takes revenge on me. He
    doesn't even think to compare himself to Longbottom, whose parents are dead.
    At least Potter can look into his mother's and father's faces and know what they
    looked like from something other than photographs.

    Potter's thoughts burned and blazed around the pain, and Severus touched an
    arrowhead of pure purpose that made him recoil. It felt as if he had sliced himself
    on it, and that mattered more to him than the agony and fury in Potter's mind,
    because it was his own pain. He stepped slowly back and watched with suspicious eyes
    as Potter cast the spell that made the mice run into Severus's cupboard and drown
    themselves.

    There was a flux of magic when he did, of thoughts and plans and memories that
    made Severus's nostrils flare. Potter was far more powerful than Severus had
    thought—powerful enough to brew correct potions and cast correct charms and stop
    wasting his professors' time. The only art in which Severus saw the correct intent
    and determination, however, was Transfiguration.

    Minerva was right.

    Severus ground his teeth as he thought that, and poked a little more at Potter's
    mind. He saw the few people, like Minerva, that were glowing diamonds among Potter's
    thoughts, but nothing compared to the glowing boulders of thoughts about his parents.
    He saw experimentation in a dungeon classroom that Severus didn't recognize, which
    meant it had surely been abandoned for almost as long as Severus had been Head of
    Slytherin.

    He saw—

    Potter working Transfigurations on himself.

    Severus felt his gorge and his contentment rise in the same moment. He had seen
    Potter doing nothing to another student so far, and perhaps Dumbledore would have
    made him merely discipline and not expel Potter for the attack on his potions. But
    this activity, this illegal activity, even if it was on himself instead of
    someone else…

    The potion's grip ebbed at last, and Severus opened his eyes to a ringing in his
    ears and a small sense that he was forgetting something, which was swept aside by the
    tide of victory. He had crimson in front of his eyes, and he waited a moment until he
    could balance and see before he drew his wand to begin seeking Potter.

    He could not wait. He would need to bring Potter before the Headmaster
    tonight.

    

    "And that's why I think Lily agreed to marry James, in the end," Professor Lupin
    ended, with a little smile. He seemed to have forgotten he was talking to Harry,
    since he kept using his parents' names. He was also staring off into the distance and
    drinking a glass of conjured water.

    Harry didn't mind. He had learned a lot about his parents that he hadn't known
    before, and he felt warm and content and full. He had a lot of new memories
    that he could try to uncover in his parents' minds.

    That was the goal. It was always the goal. That Lupin might have abandoned him
    didn't matter, not next to this. Harry would have good parents, real parents, sooner
    because of Lupin, and that meant Harry could forgive him.

    Besides, if he'd adopted Harry, what might have happened? Harry might have grown
    up in the wizarding world, and that meant he would have accepted the ideas about only
    charms being useful in Mind-Healing and not Transfiguration. His parents might have
    lain in their hospital beds forever.

    In one sense, the Dursleys were good for me. They taught me to endure and to
    value what I could have.

    "So." Lupin shook himself as though coming out of a long trance, and stared
    pleadingly at Harry. "Does this mean you forgive me for not taking you in?"

    Harry thought about it. His forgiveness meant a lot to this man, for reasons Harry
    didn't fully understand yet. But he could nod and say, "Yes, Professor Lupin. Thanks
    for talking to me about my parents. I appreciate it." He rose to his feet and did his
    best impression of starry eyes. It was a lot easier after spending time around
    Neville, who seemed to be like that when he looked at Harry. "Could we talk again?
    Some other evening? It would be so good for me."

    "I know," said Lupin, with a single glance out the window. He suddenly stiffened,
    but Harry couldn't tell why. He turned back around with a smile that was big but
    false somehow. "We only have a week left of term, don't we? Well, I'll talk to you
    about them. And please do try to do better in Defense, Harry. Professor McGonagall is
    always telling me how smart you are. It'd be a pleasure to work with a student like
    that."

    Harry ducked his head and nodded. He knew he would pass his Defense exam, if only
    because he wanted to pass it and he'd got lots of extra practice helping Anthony
    complete his essays. But he couldn't promise the level of performance Lupin sounded
    like he was expecting, and Harry wasn't sure that he would have wanted to even if he
    could. If Lupin was left a little wanting, a little yearning, that wasn't a bad
    thing.

    They turned towards the door of Lupin's quarters. Lupin kept glancing out the
    window, but he seemed relaxed when he turned back towards Harry. "I certainly
    hope—"

    The door blew inwards before he could finish the sentence. Harry swung around with
    his wand raised in response. His first thought was that Lord Dudders had somehow come
    back from the dead, and the second that Malfoy had found out Harry had
    Obliviated him and wanted revenge.

    But it was neither one of them. It was Professor Snape, and he strode in and stood
    glaring at Harry with eyes like embers. He didn't even seem aware of Lupin.

    "Harry Potter," he whispered. "So you are the one who destroyed more than a
    month's worth of work on my potions."

    Harry bowed his head a little, accepting the charge. He had known all along what
    he would try to do if Snape ever found out. He couldn't take that action right away,
    though, not with a witness. He said mildly, "Only a month?"

    And Snape, as Harry had thought he probably would, snapped.

    

    Severus felt the insolent response as a bolt through his body. It was as if James
    had come back to his right mind and stood before Severus again, laughing and taunting
    him as he had when they were students, and if Severus could only—

    Could stop the voice, could shut the mouth, then he would never
    have to worry about anything again.

    He lashed out with his wand and spoke the first incantation that came to mind,
    even though it was one he would have to revive the brat from later.
    "Stupefy!"

    Potter swung aside from it in an odd, crouching motion. Then he turned to face
    Severus again and cocked his head to the side. His hair looked as windblown as if
    he'd just been playing Quidditch, the way James's hair had always looked.
    His glasses caught the reflection of the open window and the coming darkness, and
    utterly obscured the color of his eyes. "Is that all you have then, Snape?"

    "Severus. Harry. Stop this."

    Lupin's ineffectual words splashed against the shield Severus had raised against
    interference in his mind. He could not stop, not when he had revenge almost in his
    grasp. This time, he answered Potter's taunting with a much stronger curse.
    "Alucinor!" Potter would lose the grasp of his thoughts and start wandering
    wildly through visions, ones of terror and grief.

    "Severus!"

    Severus opened his mouth to respond, and left it open.

    The Waking Nightmare Curse had manifested as a beam of clear light and shot across
    the room to strike Potter. Or it should have. There was no way Potter could avoid it,
    as close as they were and with the speed Severus had cast—

    Except that he'd crouched and sprung, like a kangaroo, over the light and into a
    different corner of the room, beside the fireplace. He crouched, with the chair
    between him and Severus, and waved his hand in a gesture Severus didn't think was
    magical.

    A tidal wave of mice came flowing out from behind the chair and towards Severus.
    The beasts moved fast. By the time that Severus had managed to overcome his
    surprise and ready his wand again, small bodies were squirming up his legs, teeth
    were closing in flesh, and there were tiny feet racing across his chest, up towards
    his wand.

    "Call them off, Potter! I have no qualms about destr—"

    Potter made Severus do the second undignified thing he'd done since entering the
    room, next to gaping. He screamed in agony. There were too many rodents now, and
    several mice were finding their way under the thickest layer of his robe and closing
    their teeth on his genitals.

    Severus gave up reasoning with Potter. He nearly gave up reason. He swept his wand
    across his robes and barked, "Congelo!"

    Small icy bodies began to tumble free, and the pain in his genitals sank from
    gnawing to throbbing. But then more teeth bit his wrist, and Severus looked down and
    discovered that his spell had missed some of the mice, or there were simply too many
    of them to kill all at once. The one on his wrist launched itself at his wand and
    began to bite through it.

    "Congelo!" Severus barked again, and once more there was a rain of
    bodies. He straightened slowly. Potter was still behind the chair, as if he believed
    that he would lose Severus's interest if he hid from him.

    "You will not be losing my attention again, Mr. Potter," Severus whispered. He
    began to move forwards one slow, stalking step at a time, a deadly predator.

    

    Harry stroked Amicus's fur soothingly. He knew his friend wanted to attack, but
    Harry had other plans than letting Snape destroy him.

    Harry was going to let Snape come around the chair, and then hit him with one of
    the spells he'd been working on, a spell that Harry would normally have used on
    himself. Harry had no interest in giving Snape claws or stone-resistant skin, but
    there were plenty of other things you could Transfigure in the middle of a
    battle.

    Part of his mind stood back and observed the rest of him curiously. He was
    breathing calmly, and his thoughts were as clear as glass. He had to survive this
    time, and he was doing what he needed to to survive. He had never known he would be
    so good in battle.

    He was sorry, for the first time, that he hadn't done better in Defense. He
    liked dueling.

    On the other hand, if he'd worked harder in Defense, he couldn't have used
    Transfiguration so easily in battle. So Harry supposed it worked out in various
    ways.

    Snape's shadow appeared on the floor. Harry nodded and started to rise to his
    feet, ready to spring and cast the spell at the same time.

    Then something made him stop. There was—another presence in the room. It
    was as if he'd Transfigured another animal and forgotten about it until now. That
    wasn't exactly right, but Harry didn't know how to explain it better.

    Somewhere, an animal had awoken.

    And then it growled.

    Harry leaped backwards, away from Snape's hesitating shadow and around the side of
    the chair. If he was going to fight, then he needed to be able to see.

    Professor Lupin was gone. Where he had been, a huge shaggy creature crouched on
    the floor. It took Harry forever to recognize it. It was as unlike the sleek lines of
    wolves he'd studied in books as it was possible to be.

    But it turned, and he saw something like a wolf in its jaws, and he knew what it
    was then.

    Harry leaped as it came charging towards him, growling insanely. He landed on top
    of a bookshelf, which started to crash towards the ground. Harry leaped again, and
    the werewolf, whipping around to follow him, got pinned under the bookshelf. Harry
    leaped from the corner when he'd landed the second time and deliberately pounded his
    weight into the middle of the bookshelf, making the werewolf scream. Harry didn't
    want to kill Professor Lupin, but he hoped he could knock him unconscious and keep
    him from attacking.

    "Professor Snape!" he called without looking around. "I hope that you're going to
    stop him before you try to stop me!"

    

    Snape didn't get a chance to answer. Lupin lunged from under the bookshelf, his
    teeth aimed deliberately for Harry's wrist.

    The child will be a werewolf.

    Severus didn't mean to stand there and let his own shock take over. This part was
    not revenge on Potter. But he couldn't think of any way to stop the werewolf, and the
    way it moved…

    His own terror, so long ago that he had almost buried it, grabbed him with sharper
    teeth than Potter's mice. Severus found himself backing away from the werewolf, his
    breath coming shriller, faster, his wand trembling in his hand.

    And then Lupin tried to grab Potter's hand.

    His teeth sheared through the cloth easily enough, but then they bounced.
    They skidded off the skin of Potter's arm as though it was made of stone. And Potter
    stood there and laughed for a moment.

    Snape took another step back. He had heard the seeds of madness in that sound, as
    though Potter would join his parents in St. Mungo's without any Cruciatus Curse to
    speed him on his way.

    The werewolf was confused only a moment. It lunged a second later, and Potter
    leaped out of the way and aimed his wand again. He murmured, "Commuto pedem
    manus."

    The werewolf had borne him down by the time he finished the spell, but Potter
    raised his arm to intercept the teeth, and then turned his hand a little and shot out
    glittering claws that raked the side of Lupin's muzzle. The wolf howled and
    tried to leap backwards.

    One of his feet was now a human hand, scrabbling at the floor. Lupin tripped and
    fell, and then Potter stood up and turned to Severus and said, "Are you going to bind
    him, or not?"

    Severus, shaking, drew his wand and did so. The chains that flew from his wand
    were barely strong enough to hold a werewolf, but they held him still for the slight
    moment it took Severus to cast the mightiest Stunner he knew. Lupin fell and lay
    still. Severus promptly used other spells to build a silver cage around him.

    He was still shaking. The mice, the madness in Potter's laughter, the way Potter
    had leaped, the revelation about who Severus's enemy really was…

    And the fact nagging at him, the thing he had forgotten. He had forgotten to
    finish Lupin's Wolfsbane, as he had thought he should, before he used the
    Retrocognition Potion.

    Severus might have died if not for Potter. Or Potter might have died because of
    Severus's neglect and carelessness. Or they both might have died, or been turned.

    For a moment, the thought made a new place in his mind, something that shone as
    though someone was pouring sunlight into it. Severus found himself contemplating
    Potter with thoughts he had never expected to have about him.

    And then he crashed back into reality. He now owed another Potter a
    life-debt. For that matter, they had saved him from the same werewolf.

    Severus felt as though his tendons were snapping under the weight of the
    revelation. No. No. This could not be borne.

    It would not be borne. Severus would take the child to Albus right away, and he
    would have him expelled before the moon rose to turn Lupin back to human. And then
    Lupin would be stripped of his post as well, for attacking a colleague and
    student.

    Convinced that he understood the right way to do things now, Severus turned back
    to Potter and raised his wand.

    He had to stop again, though. Because the boy no longer looked a mad thing,
    standing there, watching Severus under a shock of black hair like ruffled
    feathers.

    He looked a wild thing. His claws still glittered at the ends of his
    fingers. The ripped clothing let Severus see patches of skin that shone like granite
    with small flakes of quartz in it. Those were probably the hard ones that Lupin's
    teeth had slid on. And the rips also showed hints of strong, smooth, alien muscles on
    his legs.

    He wasn't jumping with the aid of spells. It had been what Severus had
    assumed at first.

    "What are you?" he whispered.

    Potter smiled at him and snapped his wrist forwards. A dark shape came flying from
    it, and Severus flinched back too late. The shape hit his hand, bit him on the inside
    of his fingers, and made Severus shout.

    And drop his wand. In a second, the creature, some other bloody rodent, had sprung
    free from Severus's arm, hit the floor, grabbed his wand, and run with it back to
    Potter.

    "I'm something I can't let you tell anyone about," Potter said, and pinned
    Severus's wand beneath his foot.

    To the adrenaline sweat of the fight, the sweat of fear joined itself. But Severus
    had not battled bullying Gryffindors and stronger predators all his life to show
    weakness now. He held Potter's eyes and rasped, "You can do nothing against me. You
    will be expelled for this."

    Potter shook his head a little. "What Lupin saw won't matter. He has his own
    secrets to keep. When I remind him about that, and the way he never came and got me
    when he could have after my parents were cursed, then it'll keep his mouth shut."

    He cocked his head at Severus, a wolf-like movement that made Severus flinch. "But
    you—I wouldn't have let you stay conscious if I didn't have a way out of it."

    He leveled his wand at Severus. Severus was shaking with anger now. "You will not
    get away with this," he whispered.

    Potter laughed, a cracked songbird sort of sound. "Isn't that the line the hero's
    supposed to speak?" he asked, and shook his head.

    In the moments before Potter spoke the word, Severus tried to stare at him and
    imprint everything in his mind, tried to cling to the visions of the Retrocognition
    Potion, even knowing he had drunk all of it and there would probably be no borrowing
    the Time-Turner to obtain a second sample of its sand—

    "Obliviate."

  


  
    14. Yar (Part One)
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    *The quote near the end of this chapter is from Stephen Bodio's A Rage for
    Falcons.

    Chapter Fourteen—Yar (Part One)

    "…And so Professor Lupin has decided that he cannot continue teaching Defense
    Against the Dark Arts at Hogwarts."

    A groan rose from almost every throat. Harry ignored that, and the way that Terry
    and Anthony were furiously whispering about where they would find a good Defense
    professor to replace Lupin. He kept his attention on Lupin's face instead, the way he
    swept up a goblet to return Dumbledore's toast when he made it, and how he sat there
    through the praise the rest of the staff heaped on him.

    Lupin only looked at Harry once, and it was such a miserable and guilty expression
    that Harry knew he didn't have to worry about Lupin telling his secret.

    Snape had been the one to present Lupin in his cage and chains to the Headmaster,
    filling in the blanks the Memory Charm had left with some claim about how he had been
    hurrying to tell Lupin about the delay in the Wolfsbane Potion when Lupin transformed
    and attacked him. The only thing Harry had had to watch for the next morning was some
    sign of returning comprehension on Snape's part or some sign that Lupin would break
    and tell the truth.

    But Snape hadn't shown anything. And Lupin had tracked Harry down in the library
    later that day, invited him to his office, and proposed all the terms Harry could
    want on his own. He was leaving. He wouldn't tell anyone the nightmarish memories he
    had—which he seemed to think were partially made up by his werewolf mind
    anyway—because he felt so guilty.

    Harry had nodded and said, "I forgive you, Professor Lupin."

    It was the perfect thing, the way that Lupin looked after that. He was ashamed and
    guilty and afraid.

    Harry had no problem with people being those things, especially when it meant they
    would stay out of his way.

    Now, Lupin looked away from him and drank his goblet of water again. Harry smiled
    and turned around when Terry nudged him.

    "Can we have you over this summer, Harry?"

    "I don't think so. My relatives really don't like to be reminded that the
    wizarding world exists…"

    

    "I must insist that you do something about Harry's situation this summer, Albus. I
    won't leave it like it is for any longer."

    Albus put down his cup of tea and folded his hands on his stomach, staring into
    the fire. Minerva automatically looked with him, but could see nothing that would
    engage his attention so strongly. She concentrated on his face.

    Albus looked tired. Then again, he often did when she saw him in private moments
    these days. Minerva was determined not to let that stop her. Neville Longbottom was
    not the only child deserving of special care and attention.

    "What alternative is there?" Albus whispered. "I talked to Remus. I thought that,
    after what you told me of Harry learning from you about his connection to Lily and
    James, his heart would soften and he would agree to take him. But he didn't."

    "Why not?" Minerva demanded. She knew Harry had planned to use the
    knowledge and confront Remus, at the very least. The flare of light in his eyes when
    she'd told him about Remus's friendship with James was too bright to be anything
    else.

    "This is to be kept secret, Minerva."

    Minerva bristled in silent offense. If she couldn't keep secrets, Albus would
    never have trusted her in the Deputy Headmistress's position for this long.

    Albus looked at her with a faint smile. "I know, my dear friend. But Remus came to
    me the night before the Leaving Feast. He said that he had changed into a werewolf
    because Severus was late with his Wolfsbane Potion, and he did it while Harry was
    still in his quarters."

    "But Harry didn't—"

    "No," Albus reassured her at once. "That couldn't have been kept silent.
    Apparently, what happened was that Harry managed to run away, and then Severus came
    in and managed to subdue Remus after a battle that destroyed a few of Remus's
    personal possessions. But Remus, understandably, doesn't trust himself around Harry
    anymore. Nor is he certain that Harry would want to be adopted by him."

    "Remus used that same excuse already. He thought he would lose control around
    Harry and he said that werewolves couldn't be trusted with children. But I thought it
    was more of his refusal to see that he's a perfectly reasonable person, certainly
    more reasonable than those Muggles Harry lives with."

    Minerva spoke the words through numb lips, though. It was incredibly different to
    think that Remus might do something than learning he already had.

    Albus bent a gentle gaze on her. "Would it be better for Harry, to live
    with someone who already lost control around him once? Who could make his life worse
    than any Muggle ever could if Remus managed to bite him? Who concealed his connection
    to Harry's parents almost all year, and only talked about it because you revealed the
    truth to Harry?"

    Minerva looked away. She wanted to say that it would, to protest that Remus
    couldn't know everything and Harry would at least be with someone who would never
    starve him or prevent him from learning about magic.

    But he would be with someone who had attacked him once. Maybe that meant Harry
    would never feel safe.

    And someone who had lied to him. Even though Minerva didn't know as much
    about the Dursleys' abuse of Harry as she felt she should, she had the feeling that
    once someone lost his trust, they lost it forever.

    "We have to do something, Albus," she insisted, while her stomach sank.
    "We can't leave Harry there."

    Gently, he took her hand. "I am more than willing to do something, Minerva, but
    there is no legal or moral alternative I can find. Harry seems close with a few
    people, you told me, but no one who would be willing to shelter him over the summers.
    They have their own lives and their own duties."

    Minerva stood up so fast that she ripped her hand away from Albus's and he leaned
    back to stare at her in surprise. "So everyone is going to ignore him because he's
    just not convenient?" she hissed at him. "I'll take Harry myself before I
    let him go back there!"

    Albus simply sat still, gazing at her. Then he said, "My dear, if you think Harry
    will go with you, you are welcome to try."

    

    "No, thank you, Professor McGonagall."

    Harry had to work to keep from sounding puzzled. He knew Professor McGonagall
    meant well. But it was just strange for her to come up to Ravenclaw Tower right
    before they were getting ready to get on the Hogwarts Express and tell him she wanted
    to adopt him.

    He could imagine, years ago, before he knew about his parents, jumping at the
    chance. But only his real parents had the right to be parents to him.

    "Mr. Potter." Professor McGonagall took a step towards him. Her face was agonized.
    Harry blinked. His first thought was that Professor Lupin had told the truth after
    all, but he really didn't think so.

    With a little wave of her wand, Professor McGonagall cast a spell that prevented
    anyone else from hearing anything, although Harry noticed Michael, the only other one
    still up in their bedroom, casting them glances as he packed. Then the professor bent
    down towards him.

    Harry blinked. He could see compassion in her eyes that he thought was sincere,
    and dark, and blazing. It was the sort of emotion he would have hoped to see in
    Lupin's face.

    "I know your relatives mistreat you," Professor McGonagall whispered, as if
    imparting a great secret. "I want to spare you that. I want to let you spend a summer
    in the wizarding world, and become the wizard you should become."

    Harry bit his lip to keep from laughing and stared for a moment at the floor.
    Cross sat on his shoulder, flicking his tail a little, and Amicus was in his pocket.
    There were mice layered all along his robes.

    They'd proved themselves in battle. Well, not Cross. But he'd scared Vernon, which
    was all Harry wanted.

    "They don't mistreat me now," Harry said, and he looked up. "They're too afraid of
    magic. They didn't try to take away the books that you sent me by owl, and they don't
    starve me."

    Professor McGonagall paused, staring at him. Then she said, "People like that
    don't change, Harry. They may be acting like they're frightened at the end of the
    summer, but now that you've been gone a year, they might decide that they can hurt
    you again."

    Harry shook his head firmly. "Really, Professor McGonagall. That's not it. They
    were afraid of me when I was younger, too. I just never saw it. But it got a lot
    worse when they saw I had a wand. And animals," he added, because he doubted
    Professor McGonagall would miss the major difference of Cross and Amicus being with
    him. "Now that they're so afraid, they won't dare lay a hand on me."

    Professor McGonagall obviously brooded. Harry waited patiently for the next part
    of this. His main comfort was knowing it couldn't last long, since they had to get on
    the Hogwarts Express soon.

    He saw the moment when Professor McGonagall decided to throw caution away. Harry
    felt a little pang for her. It was like the moments when he was a child and had tried
    to make someone understand about the Dursleys.

    Just like him, though, she wasn't going to succeed.

    "I know they've done worse than mistreat you physically," Professor McGonagall
    said. "They've made you think that you can't trust and rely on adults for help, that
    we'll only turn you away and hurt you. I've tried to find someone else to adopt you,
    Harry. I'm sorry my efforts have come to nothing. I hoped Professor Lupin would do
    it, especially after he came here for a year and met you, but—well. He has his
    reasons that make it difficult for him to do that."

    Lupin is a disgusting coward. I would never consent to go with him
    anyway.

    But Harry knew he wasn't supposed to be too upset Lupin was a werewolf, so he kept
    his face sober and just nodded, and Professor McGonagall went on like a soldier.
    "I've left it shamefully long. I was trying to find a legal method that would let the
    person who took you in keep you and not just send you right back to the Dursleys if
    the Wizengamot got involved. But now I'm near the end of my patience.

    "I'm ashamed of myself. I should have offered to take you right away." Professor
    McGonagall looked him in the eyes. "But I'm doing the best I can to make up for that
    mistake. Please let me do it."

    Harry felt a sharp aching in his heart. She did want to make up for it.
    He thought Professor McGonagall was one of the few sincere and trustworthy adults
    he'd ever met in his life.

    And she'd taught him so much about Transfiguration. Maybe if it had been right
    after his first year, Harry would have considered it.

    But even if he stayed at Hogwarts with her for the summer, Harry knew she would
    have a much closer eye on him, and he wouldn't be able to do what he needed to. And
    she might not even stay at Hogwarts for the summer. Harry had heard rumors, and in
    some cases facts, about most professors having houses elsewhere. He didn't want to be
    confined in a little house with Professor McGonagall clucking over him.

    "It's better now," he said, and looked at her as firmly as he could. "Better. I
    know it's not ideal that they're afraid of me, but—"

    "I think it's ideal."

    Harry blinked, then grinned. Yes, it was too bad that he couldn't make a real ally
    of Professor McGonagall.

    "I mean, ideal under the circumstances, which are very far from so." Professor
    McGonagall stared at him again, then sighed. "I don't want to force your choice,
    Harry. I think enough people have already done so."

    Harry nodded slightly. "Thank you."

    "But please send one of your—friends—to contact me as soon as you can," said
    Professor McGonagall. "If something happens that you want help with. If they hurt
    you. If anything changes."

    "Thanks, Professor McGonagall. I will."

    Professor McGonagall wavered for a moment as if she hadn't used up all her
    questions. Then she surprisingly hugged Harry, as tightly as she could, before she
    turned and hurried out of Ravenclaw Tower.

    "Harry? The train's almost ready to leave."

    Harry nodded to Michael and went to pick up his trunk, still staring after
    Professor McGonagall. She really had wanted to rescue him. She really had wanted to
    do something other than just leave him with the Dursleys.

    No one else in his life had ever wanted to do so much.

    But Harry smoothly turned his thoughts aside before it could become a distraction.
    It was like flying: a nice thing that couldn't be allowed to matter that
    much, because it wasn't his parents.

    Long before the Express reached London and Terry and Anthony and Neville had
    stopped saying good-bye to him for the summer, Harry had come up with an idea that he
    knew should handle the thoughts of flying, focus him some more on helping his
    parents, and help him get a little revenge. At the very least, it should be
    interesting.

    

    Dear Harry, please tell me if you can come for a visit. Gran said you could,
    and I'd like to have you over…

    Harry smiled and shook his head over Neville's letter. It was wonderful of Neville
    to want to invite him. Harry could imagine a time when he would have given the world
    to have a friend like this, to spend a night over at their house.

    Mostly in primary school, though. When he was years away from magic and even
    knowing his parents were alive, years away from the person he was now.

    Harry wrote his polite refusal quickly, glancing at the patiently waiting owl. He
    didn't want to keep it waiting, but it was nice to study its talons and
    golden eyes from this close. This bird made less of a fuss about it than the ones in
    the Owlery had when Harry had gone up to watch them.

    Sorry, Neville, I don't think I can convince my relatives to let me go to a
    wizard's house during the summer. You know how they are…

    Neville did indeed have some hint of how they were, thanks to Terry. And this time
    it was an advantage, Harry thought cheerfully, as he watched Neville's owl fly away
    again and studied the curve its wings made against the air. Harry didn't have to lie
    and pretend everything was fine. His relatives could be his excuse in another
    way.

    I do enjoy having friends, Harry thought, as he fell back on the bed and
    picked up his book on birds, pausing to pet Cross. Cross was full-grown now, an adult
    black cat with the white cross on his chest looking almost like a gallows. He purred
    absently at Harry and went back to sleep. I like working around them and helping
    them.

    The book was about raptors. Harry was devouring all sorts of information on hawks
    and eagles, owls and falcons. The local library had plenty of books like that, and
    none of the librarians thought it was an odd interest for someone his age.

    Harry had decided he wanted a bird. It would serve several purposes. Harry didn't
    have any flying animals, and this one could be a spy and perhaps protect him from
    surprise attacks like the one Snape had managed to make on him. It could help him
    take revenge. It could help him in battle in unexpected ways. If Harry chose an owl,
    he would have a messenger, too.

    And he would be able to fly with it.

    Harry had decided. He'd found himself thinking more and more about brooms since
    that day when Neville and Terry had seen him fly. They weren't pushy about
    getting him on the Ravenclaw Quidditch team, but the way they talked made Harry
    actually wake up from dreams of flight.

    The distraction had to be handled somehow.

    A bird would do that for Harry. Terry would probably even approve of the notion
    that Harry could fly with it because he would think it might get Harry noticed some
    more by the Quidditch team. And Harry could pass off a lot of the training he wanted
    to do with the bird as healthy exercise.

    Harry would still have to study, partially because he didn't know what kind of
    bird he wanted yet and because a bird's brain was different from the brains of all
    the animals he'd looked at so far. They had different kinds of intelligence and
    different places it was in the brain, as far as Harry could tell. Harry wasn't yet as
    skilled as Professor McGonagall, to be able to transform whatever he wanted into
    whatever animal he wanted. He still needed to spend lots of time imagining it, and
    then transform some kind of specific collection of objects.

    But that would come. The Dursleys left Harry alone except for scared glances when
    he came out of his room to eat or drink or use the loo or walk to the library. Harry
    sometimes wished people at school would do the same thing.

    Well, not his friends. And the Gryffindors who sometimes asked him for help with
    homework were welcome, too. Harry had never forgotten that he really should
    have been in Gryffindor.

    But if the Slytherins could go away forever, that would be brilliant. Since the
    Memory Charm, Snape had spent more time scowling at Harry, but they'd only had one
    exam and one class left, so he hadn't had much time to yell.

    Harry knew that Snape didn't remember, though. Otherwise, he would already have
    wreaked some revenge on Harry, subtle or not.

    "It doesn't pay for people to get on the wrong side of me, does it?" Harry
    whispered to Amicus as he turned pages. "All sorts of people are learning that.
    Although only some of them remember it."

    Amicus curled his tail around Harry's wrist and went back to dozing. He slept a
    lot when they were in Privet Drive and he didn't have Hogwarts to run around in.
    Harry smiled and turned back to reading about a bird's amygdala.

    

    "The Triwizard Tournament!" Terry's eyes were glowing, and he practically
    hopped around the Ravenclaw boys' bedroom. Then he gave up even pretending to unpack,
    and just sprawled on his bed and sighed dreamily. "Can you imagine? How
    people would look at you if you won that?"

    Harry just shook his head and went on putting his books back on the shelves. He
    thought he could imagine from the way people looked at Neville, and it seemed pretty
    unpleasant.

    "I know!" Apparently Anthony felt the same way as Terry. "And what you could do
    with all that prize money?"

    "I don't think it sounds worth the danger," Michael muttered. He was on his bed,
    cuddling his rat. His rat seemed to be sleeping a lot, like Amicus, Harry noticed. He
    would have to make sure Michael's rat wasn't sick. He didn't want Amicus to catch
    anything, and since Harry had made him a normal rat in a lot of ways even if he was
    magically loyal and intelligent, he could still get sick.

    "But it would be once you won!"

    "What if you didn't win?"

    Harry settled into his bed with Amicus and Cross and a book on raptors. He had
    almost decided what kind of bird he wanted, or at least narrowed it to a few choices.
    At the moment, he had to make a choice between how noticeable he wanted it to be and
    how strong he wanted it to be. A bigger bird was going to be stronger and able to do
    more for him, but also more visible to his enemies.

    "Harry?"

    "Hmmm?" Harry stuck his head out from behind the book.

    "You haven't told us what you think of the Triwizard Tournament." That
    was Anthony, surprisingly, turned towards him and nodding a little as if they all
    hung breathlessly on Harry's every word, not Terry this time. But Terry was staring
    dreamily off into the distance, probably still contemplating the prize money. "Don't
    you want to win? Aren't you going to try to enter? You're probably the best of us.
    You could Transfigure that age line they're setting up into something else."

    Harry snorted. "No. I don't want the attention or the money or eternal glory or
    whatever it is."

    "But why not?"

    "Because it's not worth it," said Michael again. He had a book out himself, his
    Potions text. Harry sighed a little when he saw that. Snape didn't pick on Michael as
    much as he did Neville or Harry, but he saw some of the lack of self-confidence in
    Michael that he did in Neville, so Michael was his third favorite target.

    Someone ought to do something about Snape as a teacher, Harry thought
    vaguely, as he tried to go back to reading about peregrine falcons.

    "I asked Harry, not you."

    Harry stuck his head around the book. "And you don't need to sound like that when
    you do it, Anthony."

    Anthony flushed. "Sorry. I just—how can you not want this?"

    "Because some people want different things," Harry said coolly. "I want a family
    that doesn't make me feel like coming back to Hogwarts all the time, and I want a
    home. And Michael wants a good mark in Potions for once and to study tonight. Leave
    him alone, why don't you?"

    Anthony fell silent for a second. Then he turned and started discussing the
    Tournament with Terry. Harry shook his head. At least they wouldn't chatter at him
    about something so stupid as risking their lives for a bag of gold. There
    were better things to risk your life for.

    "Thanks."

    Harry could barely hear Michael across the space between their beds, but he nodded
    to him. "You're welcome." He paused. Now that Michael felt better-disposed towards
    him, Harry could ask the question. "Is your rat sick? I noticed he was sleeping a
    lot."

    Michael smiled, maybe because someone had noticed. "No. But he always sleeps a lot
    when we come back to school. I think the train ride overwhelms him." He turned back
    to his book, and so did Harry, and they read in companionable silence.

    Well, silence except for the dreams of glory going on over on the other side of
    the room.

    Glory. Was there ever a stupider motivation?

    

    "…And we appear to have a fourth Champion. Neville Longbottom!"

    Albus's voice was choked. Minerva found herself starting to her feet. That was
    impossible, she thought. Neville didn't have either the motivation or the
    magical strength to trick the age line and try to get into the Tournament!

    "That can't be right," she said in an undertone to Albus, even as Neville wobbled
    to his feet and towards the side-room. "You know Neville didn't try to get
    past the age line!"

    "It appears we are all destined to be surprised by our Mr. Longbottom." Severus
    was leaning back in his chair, a pair of dark creases between his brows as he
    watched. "Perhaps you shouldn't be so surprised, Minerva, when you must know
    his rule-breaking tendencies better than any of us?"

    Minerva glared at him. She knew, none better, that while Neville had indeed
    defeated a basilisk and stopped You-Know-Who from taking the Stone, those things had
    been done out of desperation. Neville had done it because he couldn't find anyone who
    would believe him and take the burden off his shoulders. Minerva was still ashamed
    that she hadn't been there for him when he tried to tell her about his suspicions
    about the Stone.

    "This isn't the sort of thing he would do," Minerva said coolly, and walked
    swiftly towards the little room where the Champions were supposed to gather. She saw
    a student leave the Ravenclaw table, and started to move more briskly. If the people
    jeering were any indication, someone might actually attack Neville before he got to
    his destination.

    But then she saw the student was Harry, and she slowed her steps to watch. She saw
    Harry reach out and put his hands on Neville's shoulders.

    "I know you didn't do it. I believe in you."

    Minerva saw the words mouthed rather than heard them, but she knew what they must
    be, with her mind so sensitive and strained, and the way that Harry shook Neville
    once, firmly, before he stepped away, back to the Ravenclaw table. She shook her head
    and went to fetch Neville, who looked a little calmer.

    In fact, Minerva felt as if someone had poured a bucket of muscle relaxant potion
    over her head. This eased some of her fears about Harry last year and his
    determination to stay with relatives who hated him. If he could still care for
    someone not related to him by blood, he wasn't in as desperate a case as she'd
    thought.

    And if Neville had a friend, then he might well survive this Tournament Minerva
    was sure he hadn't entered.

    Her arm around his shoulders, Minerva escorted Neville in to face the angry
    questions.

    

    "You don't believe Longbottom did it?" Terry asked for the fifth time as
    they came down the stairs from Ravenclaw Tower.

    Harry sighed. He was getting tired of answering this. "Look, Terry," he said, as
    he nudged the sleepy Amicus closer to his neck on the left side, and then had to
    adjust his right shoulder to give Cross room, "you know what Neville is
    like. Not very self-confident. Do you think he deliberately crossed the age line and
    did something that would put him in the Tournament? Not to mention, how did he fool
    the Goblet of Fire into thinking Hogwarts needed a second Champion?"

    "I don't know," Anthony said, joining the conversation. "But he is the
    Boy-Who-Lived. Maybe he did it with ancient magic we don't know about."

    Harry moved away in silent disgust. Terry could at least argue with Anthony
    instead of him.

    When they crossed the entrance hall to go to breakfast, someone shouted his name.
    Harry turned around. It was Seamus, standing with a small group of other Gryffindors.
    Harry walked over to them, noting Neville wasn't with them.

    For once, Seamus looked grim. "Look, Harry," he said. "I know how close you are to
    Neville. You can tell us. What did he do to fool the age line?"

    "Nothing," Harry said. "He didn't want to be in the Tournament. He didn't put his
    name in the Goblet."

    "Oh, bollocks," said Ron. "Who wouldn't want to be?"

    Harry leaned a little to the side. Cross was sitting on the shoulder closest to
    Ron. He had plenty of room to slap Ron on the cheek with his paw, claws sheathed.

    Ron actually reeled back from the sheer force of the slap. He stared at Harry, too
    startled to be angry. Harry nodded calmly at the other Gryffindors, who all seemed
    stupefied.

    "Let that be a lesson to you," he said. "Of course Neville didn't do it. You ought
    to know that if you know anything about him." He paused. "It's a sad day when a
    Ravenclaw believes more in a Gryffindor's integrity and courage than his own House
    does."

    Harry turned and stalked back to the Ravenclaws, while Amicus squeaked in
    amusement on his shoulder. For the first time, Harry wondered if the Sorting Hat had
    been right not to want to put him in Gryffindor. If this was all it took to make them
    turn their backs on a friend…

    But there was more and worse than that, as Harry saw when they came into the Great
    Hall.

    A lot of people were wearing badges that flickered on their chests. Harry took a
    close look when he realized Cho Chang had one, too.

    Support Cedric Diggory, it said, The Real Hogwarts Champion.
    Then Chang turned a little to the side, and her arm brushed against the badge. In a
    second, the letters changed, bleeding from red to green.

    Longbottom Stinks!

    Harry stepped back and looked Chang in the eyes. She turned pale so quickly that
    Harry suspected he wasn't doing a good job of hiding his real expression again. He
    turned back to his food, shaking his head.

    "You've had three and a half years in school with Longbottom," he told the air.
    "And who made those badges, anyway? I'd have thought better of people here."

    "Well, I mean, we didn't make them," Chang said, almost whispering. She winced
    when Harry glanced at her. "Malfoy did."

    Of course. Malfoy. Harry ate his breakfast thoughtfully. He would have to
    do something about Malfoy, who didn't bully Harry as much anymore but still sneered
    at Neville and would make seemingly random remarks about St. Mungo's when Harry went
    by.

    But his revenge would have to wait. For now, he had more important things to do,
    like supporting Neville, who had walked in and stood by the door, staring around at
    everyone. He was trying to hide his trembling bottom lip, but it wasn't working very
    well.

    Harry snagged several pieces of toast and a few apples and wrapped them up in a
    napkin, then walked over to Neville. Neville brightened a little when he saw him
    coming, and tried to say something. Harry touched his arm instead and took him
    outside.

    They could talk in more privacy out there, and Harry thought Neville would eat
    better without the constant staring eyes.

    

    "Why did none of them believe me? All right, I mean, Hermione did. And
    you. But no one else. Why?"

    Harry spent a moment finishing up the apple, which he'd offered to both Amicus and
    Neville but which neither of them wanted, and breaking a few crumbs of toast into his
    hand for Cross. Then he said, "Look, Neville, I'm going to tell you something. It's
    not nice, but it's the way things are."

    Neville gave him a desperate smile. The lightning bolt scar on his forehead shone
    red through his pale hair. "I think I've had a lot of experience in things not being
    nice right now."

    Harry watched him for a second, then nodded. "A lot of people don't have a huge
    audience," he said. "I mean, their family and friends pay attention to them. But not
    much of anyone else. And they think that having a huge audience would give them
    anything they wanted."

    He paused. Neville was listening with such attention that Harry felt as if he was
    pouring water and not words into his ear.

    "You've lived with the audience since you were a baby. You know what it's
    like. But most of them don't. All they can think of is that they would like fame, and
    they would take any chance they could to increase the fame. You should have heard my
    roommates talk about the Tournament. They couldn't begin to grasp that some people
    wouldn't want the glory and the money."

    "I have plenty of money," Neville whispered. "I don't even need it."

    "And that's another reason that accusing you of putting your own name in is
    absolutely ridiculous. Anyone who knows you would realize that you're the last person
    who needs anything out of the Tournament. I'm sorry most of them don't know you."

    "How do you know this, Harry? I mean—I heard about you a lot, because Gran would
    talk about your parents, but not many people know who you are."

    Harry nodded slowly. "It's because I got stared at and talked about when I was
    with my relatives. But that was because they made everyone think I was a criminal. It
    was fame of a sort. But not anything I ever wanted. And being noticed—people think
    it's more magical than Transfiguration. Well, they're wrong. Nothing is more
    magical than Transfiguration."

    Neville smiled weakly. "For you, I know that's true." He hesitated. "Harry—your
    relatives sound so awful. Why do you stay there?"

    "They've got less awful as I grew up. We have an understanding now."

    "But you could come visit. Gran would love to have you."

    Not on your life. From the way Neville talked about his Gran, she would
    notice things like Harry's claws and extra muscles too easily. And Neville's house
    wasn't big enough to retreat from her the way Harry could retreat from Professor
    McGonagall in between classes.

    "I'll think about it," Harry said. "I just don't want to put you to any
    inconvenience, you know."

    Neville's face turned pale. "Yeah," he whispered. "Gran is awful about
    inconvenience." He shivered.

    Harry shivered in turn. He had suddenly wondered if some of the problems Neville
    had with self-confidence didn't come just from being expected to save the world.

    But Neville didn't look as if he wanted to say anything else about his Gran for
    now, either. He munched on the second apple with large bites and stared at the
    greenhouses and sighed.

    "I love Herbology like you love Transfiguration," he mumbled. "I wish they would
    just leave me alone and let me get on with growing plants."

    Harry nodded. He didn't want to correct Neville's assumption that Harry just loved
    Transfiguration for its own sake. Sometimes, Harry thought he did. But more often, he
    thought of his parents.

    He became aware Neville was mumbling to himself, and he turned around to
    listen.

    "I wish things were different. I wish I wasn't the Boy-Who-Lived. I wish Mum and
    Dad were alive. Sometimes I even wish I was dead. That way, there would be
    no one to care what I did."

    "I think it's a good thing people care what you do," Harry said quietly, and
    Neville blinked and turned towards him. "But the way they do it isn't always
    a good thing. I'm going to do something about Malfoy and Snape, though."

    Neville laughed, a little uneasily. "The way you say that, Harry, I almost believe
    you."

    "I'm going to do it."

    "Just—don't hurt them, okay?" Neville looked embarrassed a second later. "I know
    you wouldn't. But sometimes you look as though you would."

    Harry smiled and made a joke, and stayed as close to Neville as he could as they
    walked back to their first classes. He offered Neville Cross to take with him if he
    wanted protection, but in the end, Neville refused and stalked off with his head held
    high. Harry watched him until he knew he would be late for Charms if he
    lingered any longer, and then took off running.

    His mind buzzed with plans as he did. Transfiguring the badges would probably have
    been easy enough, since Harry could summon the passion to master the object-to-object
    Transfiguration when he was this angry, but it wouldn't have been enough to punish
    Malfoy for what he'd done.

    And then there was Snape…

    Harry paused, as a bit of reading he'd done about birds came back to him.

    There might be a way to take revenge after all, he thought, as he settled
    in the back of Flitwick's class and waved absently to Terry, who was sitting near the
    front. But it'll take getting my bird ready first.

    

    The hostility of the school settled down into a background buzzing, still
    unpleasant but manageable, Minerva thought. The Durmstrang and Beauxbatons students
    were at least going ahead with their own preparations and largely ignoring Neville.
    Cedric Diggory, the Hufflepuff Champion, was doing his best to get his own House to
    not wear the badges young Mr. Malfoy had created.

    Minerva was able to give Mr. Malfoy detention for bragging about his
    badges in class and disrupting one of her lectures—a satisfaction, if a small
    one.

    But the hostility wore on Neville anyway. He came to their training sessions more
    pale and quiet than he had been in the past year. Minerva thought the lack of any
    sort of attempt on Neville's life last year had heartened him a little.

    Still. One event like this, and he got thrown back into the doldrums Minerva had
    spent so much time trying to rescue him from.

    Minerva sighed, and ignored the temptation to turn Severus's hair tiger-striped
    when he bragged about his Slytherins and ran down Harry and Neville in private
    conversation, and soldiered on.

    

    Harry settled back and studied the collection of objects in front of him for a
    minute. Yes, someday he would be able to transform any object into any animal the way
    Professor McGonagall did. But that was for the future.

    He stretched and gently took Amicus and Cross off his shoulders to put them on the
    floor of the dungeon workroom. It had taken him longer to do this than he'd thought,
    because he'd also been helping Neville study for the First Task and try to find a
    spell that would work on dragons. Neville had run into Ron's older brother, a
    Dragon-Keeper, one day, it seemed, and figured out the Task from there.

    But now. Harry had golden forks laid out for the legs. He had shining quartz for
    the eyes. He had a curved blade for the beak. He had small shaped curls of parchment
    for the feathers. He thought he had done pretty well, given the other calls on his
    attention and time.

    Harry took out his wand, full of anticipation. And then he heard a little sound
    from the side. He immediately leaped and turned and came down, heart crazy, thinking
    that someone like Malfoy had found the door that led into his workroom again.

    But the sound was Amicus. He was jerking. Harry immediately rushed to his side and
    knelt down, casting some of the healing magic he'd studied.

    Nothing happened. Amicus held up his front paws and squeaked softly. Harry took
    them, not sure what else he should do. There was—there were white dots on Amicus's
    muzzle he had never noticed before, and his tail traveled back and forth more slowly,
    and—why hadn't he noticed?

    He'd spent too much time thinking about humans, not enough about his animals.

    Amicus shuddered once more, and squeaked as if he was having trouble breathing.
    Then he turned to the side and laid his head against Harry's fingers, and died.

    Harry stared at him in silence. He had created a natural rat, in many ways, even
    though he was also supernaturally loyal and intelligent. And Amicus had aged, as rats
    did, and died of old age.

    Rats only lived a few years.

    Harry had known that. He simply hadn't thought it would apply to him.

    He stood. He knew his wand was in his hand. He knew his head was a rotating mess
    of thoughts, scraps blowing around a center, crystalline whirlwind. He knew he turned
    to the collection of objects in the corner without a clear idea of what would come
    next.

    And he aimed his wand and spoke perfectly the incantation that had been hovering
    in the back of his mind all day. "Commuto abundantiam aquilam."

    The image and magic in his head gave a great shudder, and poured out of his wand.
    They encircled the collection of objects. Harry knelt without meaning to, simply
    because the effort had been so great, and watched with silent, dazed eyes.

    The feathers sprang up and attached themselves to the developing body, and there
    were many more of them now than Harry had thought there would be, pale brown ones and
    rushing dark ones and now and then a white. As Harry watched, the stones blinked into
    amber eyes, less kind and more alive than Lupin's. The great wings rose and spread,
    and the hooked beak appeared, just the way he had imagined, so sharp that Harry knew
    it could bite through his fingerbones.

    The bird took a step forwards, its right talon falling hard on the floor. Harry
    knew, because he'd looked it up, that a single careless squeeze of that talon could
    crush his hand.

    The golden eagle he had chosen to create—not it, but she, because female
    eagles were larger than males—raised her head and moved it in a curving bob to the
    side, studying him with eyes incapable of sorrow. Harry knew she was probably
    deciding whether he was food or not, whether he held any interest for her, or whether
    he was blocking her way out the door.

    Harry had used different spells on her, because he had to. Bird brains were
    different from mammal brains, and the most useful books he'd found were on falconry.
    You could work with an eagle, but you didn't tame it the same way you did a
    cat.

    Or a rat, Harry thought, and the blast of grief that went through him
    meant he had to look harder and longer into the eagle's eyes, because she offered him
    an alternative to simply sitting there and mourning Amicus.

    One of the books he had read had said, "You must always remember that you do not
    teach her to kill; you teach her to return, and to accept you as her servant."

    Right now, the eagle had turned and was considering Cross, and Harry knew, for his
    sake, for hers, for Amicus's, where they had to go.

    He flung open the door of the workroom and began to run. He felt the eagle's
    attention snap to him at once. Then he heard the beating of her wings, following him,
    drawn after him by the sight of running prey.

    Harry began to spring when she got close, trusting in his Transfigured muscles to
    keep him out of the reach of her claws. He didn't look back. He had the mice running
    on either side of them, and he could only trust that they would warn him of someone
    coming down the corridor in time, as well as manage to avoid her talons.

    He leaped up the stairs to the entrance hall and turned that way. He thought he
    heard her wingbeats hesitate for a beat behind him, as if she was afraid of the open
    air.

    And then she sailed straight past him and up, and up.

    Harry didn't bother tracking her with his eyes. He ran to the Quidditch pitch
    instead, and the small shed of school brooms kept for the flying classes. He easily
    Transfigured the lock into a mouse, the one transformation he could do on any object
    now, and dragged out the broom nearest the front.

    The rotating grief in his head had settled down to a focused eddy, and Harry
    replaced even that a moment later with the real wind, stinging past him as he soared
    up to her level.

    It wasn't dark yet; Harry had snatched an hour for his work before dinner,
    considering the study sessions he'd probably be involved in afterwards. And he was
    glad as he watched his eagle rise, reaching the height where she could circle and
    glide, her wings flung back and the sunset gilding her pale feathers.

    It was cold this high, and with the November air. Harry didn't give a damn. He
    rode, and watched the eagle flying, turning her head towards the ground on a regular
    basis, looking for something to hunt.

    Something else Harry had read came back to him: birds of prey were all
    hunt. They didn't know how to calm down. There was the moment when they were hunting,
    and the moment when they were eating, and otherwise they weren't really alive.

    Teach me to be like that, Harry told her without words. Teach me to
    be alive again.

    The eagle gave a soft, surprisingly melodic chirrup and tilted a little to the
    side. Harry looked down. He had no idea what she'd spotted. They were high up enough
    that the pitch had become a smear of green, and an eagle's eyes were so much sharper
    than his.

    That's something that will have to change.

    He had to think of the future, not the past, or he would start remembering—

    The eagle tilted and dropped.

    Harry followed her without thinking, watching as her wings curved and parted the
    air, watching as she thrust her head forwards and now and then, as he could just see
    from the side when he drew level, her eyes blinked. She was flying now with a zig to
    the side, and when Harry looked down, he saw a sharp burst of motion.

    A rabbit. At least not someone's pet cat or Cross. Harry wouldn't have to
    deal with that—

    And then he lost all sense of moral concerns, of the larger world, as he watched
    her throw her feet out in front of her and bind to the rabbit, spilling it the
    ground, flipping over once as the rabbit kicked and drummed. Her feathers flew up
    around her like ornaments. She stabbed once with her feet, and ducked her head once,
    and the drumming stopped.

    She turned to look at Harry as he landed beside her, and screamed.

    Harry stood there, listening to the high sound. His breath was short, but he no
    longer felt as if he might come near tears, and the whirl in his head had
    stopped.

    He stood there and watched her dig into the rabbit, beak coming up red, her
    feathers rising and fluffing out. He thought he could see a slight calmness in her
    eyes, but they remained wild.

    Wilder than Cross's or Amicus's. Different from Amicus's, which was
    something Harry needed right now.

    He had at least two things from this evening, he thought. The knowledge that some
    of his more powerful and creative magic could come out of grief.

    And a friend who could fly.

    Harry waited until she had finished feeding, and then decided to see if the other
    qualities he had imagined in her worked. He held out his arm and caught her eye, then
    flexed his fingers a little.

    It took a lot of concentration to stand there as she flew at him, talons still
    covered in blood and fur. She landed on the patch of skin on his shoulder he had
    hardened in anticipation of this, and Harry still winced. He would have to get a
    special glove and arm-rest, or else he would have to harden more skin.

    She stared at him, and Harry stared back, breathing slowly. She was a companion,
    but she wasn't tame. Her eyes had none of the savagery of the werewolf's,
    but she could still attack. It would just be for a better reason.

    "Your name is Yar," he told her, thinking of the cry she'd given when he landed
    beside the rabbit.

    Yar lifted one foot to clean it of fur, ignoring him. Harry moved slowly towards
    the school, leaning a little to the side to balance the immense weight.

    Later. Later he would come back to the dungeon workroom, and he would take
    Amicus's body, and bury it. For now, he had a winged ally to settle. He could accept
    the congratulations of his friends, who knew that Harry had been trying to
    Transfigure a bird.

    And now that he had Yar, he could get on with some of his plans to help Neville in
    the Tournament—and get revenge.

    Harry couldn't find it in him to smile, but when Yar peered ahead at the school in
    a way that anticipated the future, he could do the same thing.
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    Harry watched as Neville stepped slowly forwards to confront the Hungarian
    Horntail. No matter how many plans they'd discussed, Harry knew Neville still wasn't
    very confident. He hadn't known if he could perform the spells they'd found, and he
    was only right to be terrified of a dragon.

    That was why Harry hadn't told him about the little addition to the Task he'd
    planned on. Neville was honorable, anyway. He would probably think it was
    cheating.

    The Hungarian Horntail lowered her head and made a sound like all the air in the
    world being pulled in. Neville's knees shook a little. He raised his wand and tried
    to speak a curse, probably the Conjunctivitis Curse, but Harry could already see it
    wouldn't come out.

    Harry held up his arm and waved his hand, giving a shrill whistle. No one noticed,
    since so many people were shouting, and the dragon was rapidly building up to a
    roar.

    Yar stooped from above and behind, aiming straight at the dragon's tail. It hadn't
    taken much training to convince her to do this; it was a moving thing below her on
    the ground, and she could hunt it. In seconds Harry lost sight of her. She was behind
    the Horntail now, which meant that most people wouldn't notice her, either.

    The Horntail shrieked abruptly as eagle talons dug into her tail. She lunged
    around and stamped a paw down. The crowd shrieked in turn.

    Harry stiffened. An eagle's natural instinct was to bind to its prey, wrap its
    feet around it and stay there while it fed. He had done some training with Yar that
    he'd hoped would get her over that, but he didn't actually know if it would. He
    hadn't had the chance to see, not for sure. He leaned back in his seat.

    The dragon's tail whipped up into the air. There was nothing on it. Harry relaxed
    again.

    Neville shook his head as if he was waking up from a trance, and aimed his wand.
    "Accio golden egg!" he shouted, the spell that Harry had coached him on
    using after the Conjunctivitis Curse. The Summoning Charm was one that Neville was
    pretty good at, since he'd got extra tutoring from Flitwick and it wasn't violent
    magic.

    (Harry wondered if he was the only one who had noticed that the more violent the
    magic was, the more Neville hated it. He had almost fainted when Professor Moody had
    them duel with some strong curses in class the other day).

    The dragon swung around again with a roar as the egg went speeding past her and
    slammed into Neville's arms. Neville didn't look at her. He just ran as fast as he
    could, and the dragon's blast of fire didn't do more than give him a hotfoot.

    Harry leaned back and closed his eyes. His friend had survived the First Task, and
    Yar had got away. That was all he cared about right now.

    

    "I know you helped me."

    Harry paused and turned to look at Neville, who was standing next to his table in
    the library. Harry had started reading more about the Cruciatus Curse after Professor
    Moody had showed it to them in class the other day. He needed to know the
    side-effects and how people had tried to cure it in the past, he had finally
    realized, or he wouldn't be able to do much for his parents either.

    "What do you mean?" Harry asked.

    Neville sat down in front of him and looked intently into his eyes. Harry could
    see why some people hadn't noticed his lack of confidence. When Neville wanted to, he
    could be intense. And sometimes his scar and the eyes combined were compelling.

    "I know you helped me during the First Task," Neville repeated. "I didn't tell
    anyone because I don't want them to know where Yar comes from. I appreciate it. But
    don't do it again."

    Harry nodded once. Terry and Neville were the only ones he had told about creating
    Yar. The rest of the time, he either trained outside with her, in the Forbidden
    Forest so everyone would just think she was a wild eagle, or she flew around and
    hunted things on her own. It was good for her. She was getting stronger and
    faster.

    "Harry, do you hear me?"

    "I nodded, didn't I?" Harry sighed. "Sorry. I was afraid of what would happen to
    you. I didn't know you would get the highest score of anybody." The judges had argued
    for a long time, but had finally decided that it was really impressive that
    Neville had performed some sort of spell to distract the dragon they hadn't even
    seen, and had awarded him a lot of points.

    "I appreciate it," Neville repeated. "But I really want to survive on my own." He
    spent a moment gnawing his lip, and then said, "I have to prove that I'm good enough
    on my own to survive V-Voldemort."

    Harry gave him a smile. "I understand, Neville. Thanks for being understanding
    about it this time."

    Neville nodded and left. Harry settled back and thought for a second. No one knew
    what the Second Task was going to be like yet, except for the judges. No one had
    figured out what the golden egg meant yet.

    But Harry knew he would have to be careful during the other Tasks to help Neville
    without him seeing it.

    

    Severus sat back in his chair, closed his eyes, and counted his breaths. It was a
    useful technique when he was feeling particularly out of sorts, which was the case
    after the training session he'd had with the Brat-Who-Lived today.

    The boy simply could not hold his head up. He stared at Severus in terror
    and squeaked when Severus tried to show him countercurses, never mind curses! He
    would not pay attention to Potions brewing that Severus knew, based on his marks in
    Herbology, he ought to have been able to do easily.

    It was enough to nearly make Severus wish Albus had not protected him
    from Azkaban all those years ago. He would probably be dead or soulless now, but at
    least he wouldn't have to teach Longbottom.

    This year, what with the extra chance that Longbottom would die in the Tournament
    and the disturbing pains in the Mark, Severus could finally say that Longbottom was
    more irritating than Potter.

    A sharp headache began at once when he thought of that brat. Severus
    stood up and stalked across his office to fetch a pain remedy from his supply
    cupboard.

    Potter stared at him with mocking green eyes, and did better than he'd ever done
    in his class. Severus knew that. But the mockery made him vanish the potions anyway
    and chide the boy and assign him detentions.

    And Potter accepted the detentions without saying anything. As if what Severus did
    to him didn't matter.

    Severus shut his eyes as he felt the potion begin to travel down his throat, doing
    its subtle work on the centers of pain. The dittany would spread out and bring the
    pain under control, the tincture of belladonna would conspire to make him forget what
    had hurt, his breath would ease from the dilation on the lungs of the diced strangler
    vine…

    Contemplating potions, Severus found it easier to return to what mattered. Not
    brats, but surviving, and brewing, and finding out the identity of his enemy.

    Since the Retrocognition Potion had failed, he would have to try some other
    method.

    

    Harry galloped outside the school. When he looked up at the Owlery and produced
    the shrill whistle he had perfected just for her, Yar came speeding down towards him
    from the top of the wall. It hadn't taken her long to realize that although she could
    hunt on her own, she got more interesting and varied—and tasty—game when hunting with
    Harry.

    Harry again tore over to the broom shed and removed a school broom from within it.
    By now, he'd flown with Yar so many times that his transition to the air was almost
    instantaneous. One moment he was part of the ground, the next he was part of the sky,
    and soaring with her, winding up in spiral patterns that she mimicked.

    It was late afternoon, cold enough that there were no Quidditch teams practicing,
    as they sometimes did despite the lack of Quidditch this year. Even the Gryffindors
    seemed less fanatical about that since their mad Captain had left school last
    summer—without the Quidditch Cup.

    Terry had said that. But it wasn't Terry or his continual plans for Harry to join
    the Quidditch team that bothered Harry now.

    It was Padma, of all people.

    Harry bent down over his broom and shot forwards. Yar was gliding beside him in
    seconds, that easy motion that didn't seem fast until Harry looked down and saw the
    amount of ground her shadow was covering.

    Harry vaulted up, vaulted down, and then dropped into a dive. Yar followed, her
    feathers sleeked back by the wind, her yellow eyes gazing intently forwards. There
    was snow beneath her; that didn't dismay her. She rose again when she realized there
    was no prey at the end of his drop and this was a useless dive as far as she was
    concerned.

    Harry kept going. The snow tumbled beneath him, rising. He could have stopped. He
    saw no reason to do so until he pulled out of the dive with his boots raising white,
    sparkling scuffles.

    In seconds he was up again, twisting around, twisting, twisting. The air was dizzy
    and radiant in his eyes. He caught a glimpse of Yar, of a songbird streaking away
    from him, of an owl that was flying in with a message dodging him while it hooted in
    alarm.

    When he was at gliding height again and he could calm down a little, Harry lined
    himself up with the broom and took a cleansing breath. The air was so cold, up here.
    He could think in more detail of what had happened without immediately wanting to
    scrape his skin off or the air out of his lungs.

    Padma had asked him to the Yule Ball.

    It was so ridiculous that Harry had simply stared at her. Padma, who had started
    with the confident smile she usually had in class, had stammered to a halt when she'd
    explained about his "mysterious charm" and how it affected her.

    Harry had gone on staring until Padma had withdrawn, white and with tears brimming
    in her eyes. And Harry had come out here to fly it off.

    Not because she had asked him. Harry could have said no and gone on with that well
    enough. It was the same thing he would say if asked to play Quidditch, or Gobstones,
    or anything that didn't have to do with his ultimate goal.

    But if other people thought he was "mysterious" and "charming," if they were
    noticing him and he didn't even notice them noticing, then he was in trouble. At any
    time, he might do something that would reveal himself or his goals, and it might be
    in front of someone who wouldn't attack him the way Snape had. Instead, they could
    withdraw and report it to Dumbledore, or McGonagall, or something.

    Damn it.

    Harry finally sat up, and Yar circled towards him again. Harry nodded at her,
    studying her focused golden eyes for a second. This was the way he wanted to be. Yar
    and other eagles lived for their one purpose, and no one thought they were strange
    for it.

    If I was an animal, certain things would be so much easier.

    Of course, if he was an animal, he also wouldn't be able to bring his parents
    back, so there were obvious disadvantages. But for the first time, Harry felt his
    interest stir at the thought of becoming an Animagus, instead of simply Transfiguring
    parts of himself as needed. He could spend time in an animal's form then, and it
    would be a holiday from some parts of reality that were more stressful than he could
    deal with right now.

    In the end, he flew to the ground and Transfigured a rabbit out of a clump of
    grass. It wasn't the best rabbit ever, since it ran in a straight line unlike a
    normal rabbit and didn't hop very well, but Yar didn't care. She fell on the rabbit
    and rolled it, and Harry knew a moment of intense joy when she struck.

    That was the joy he wanted. That was the joy he was going to have. Harry sat back
    slowly and closed his eyes, and listened to the sounds of Yar tearing.

    He needed to get Professor Moody to show him the Cruciatus Curse again, and remind
    him of what his parents had suffered. He would need to get back on track.

    

    Minerva closed her eyes and took a slow sip of the brandy. It had been a Christmas
    gift from Hagrid.

    The fire was warm, the carpet thick, the book by the side of her chair welcoming.
    And still Minerva couldn't read, because every time she closed her eyes, she saw
    Harry greeting his parents in St. Mungo's for his Christmas visit.

    James and Lily were the same as always. Staring eyes, wandering limbs, and
    drooling mouths. They hadn't changed and wouldn't, Minerva supposed, except for the
    changes of whitening hair and mouths falling in as they aged. So far, they still
    resembled the man and woman she had known in the Order of the Phoenix strongly enough
    to hurt her heart.

    Harry, though…

    He was half a meter taller than the edge of James's bed now, when Minerva could
    remember him being almost the same height as it. He leaned forwards and talked to his
    parents with the same intensity, but in an even quieter voice. This time, he had
    brought his parents small Transfigured scenes in wood, scenes he had made
    first out of paper. The scene for James was of figures that looked like Harry and
    James flying on brooms.

    The scene for Lily was simply an image of her sitting with a baby in her arms on a
    chair, smiling down at the child as if he was the center of the world.

    Minerva closed her eyes now and drained the brandy the rest of the way. It burned
    and made her choke, but that was better than choking because of the pain.

    She knew Harry could master object-to-object Transfigurations, but, it seemed,
    only of paper to wood. And only when it was for his parents, or perhaps other people
    he cared greatly about. Minerva assumed he had given Christmas presents to his
    friends, but she didn't know.

    And he talked to his parents with such hope in his eyes. Did he hope they would
    wake up someday? That they would hear him no matter how distant they were, locked
    behind doors of damaged brain tissue?

    Minerva had tried to find out, as they left St. Mungo's, asking Harry if he
    thought his parents could understand him. Harry had blinked at her and replied, "I
    don't think so, Professor McGonagall. But it makes me feel better to talk to
    them."

    "I'm glad," Minerva had said, and had reached out to squeeze Harry's shoulder. It
    was the sort of gesture he would sometimes accept and sometimes not. This time, with
    him turned back to the hospital to stare at it, Minerva didn't think he noticed.
    "But—forgive me, Harry. Can you foresee a time when it won't make you feel
    better?"

    She did wonder, from some of the books she had sometimes seen Harry carrying
    about, if he had accepted that his parents' condition was permanent. Perhaps he hoped
    to learn Healing magic and cure them that way.

    "Oh. No, Professor McGonagall."

    Harry's voice was slow with suspicion. Minerva knew she couldn't get away with
    asking these sorts of questions for much longer, not if she wanted him to think she
    was ignorant of how much the visits to his parents affected him.

    But she dared one more. "Do you think your parents are going to get better on
    their own, Harry?"

    "Not on their own, Professor McGonagall. Or it would have happened by
    now. No, I don't."

    That didn't answer the question of whether he believed Healers might come up with
    a miracle, but Harry had folded into himself the way he so often did after that, his
    open face closing, his eyes going bright and soft and remote, and Minerva hadn't felt
    able to ask any more questions. She let it go, and let Harry go when they returned to
    Hogwarts—which he promptly did, vanishing in the direction of Ravenclaw Tower.

    He rarely came to see her anymore.

    Minerva closed her eyes. She had so many things to think well of Harry for. He had
    passions and interests outside Transfiguration, now. He had friends. Filius had said
    Harry was doing better in Charms, maybe because he was helping Neville study. Harry
    had told her he and his relatives had reached a kind of accommodation. At least he
    saw his parents now, and that was better than knowing they didn't exist.

    So why does it feel like I'm standing here and just watching as he rushes
    towards a cliff?

    

    "You're a strange one, Potter."

    But Professor Moody said it without any hostility in his face as he stood back to
    wave Harry into his office.

    There were pictures of wanted wizards on the walls, and fewer books than Lupin had
    had last year. Harry glanced around once before he faced Moody.

    "You said you'd show me on a spider again, sir."

    Moody nodded and drew his wand with a dry chuckle. "I didn't imagine that you came
    here for the pleasure of my company, Potter." He paused, and his magical eye rolled
    over and fixed on Harry with what Harry thought was a strange intensity. "Do you care
    for the class at all besides this one curse?"

    Harry looked at him. He didn't think there were a lot of adults he could tell the
    truth to, but this was one of them. "No."

    Moody chuckled again. "Maybe someday something will change that," he said. "I
    think you could be an impressive student in Defense if you chose that path."

    "I already chose mine."

    Moody went still for a moment, studying Harry. Then he said, "I knew what I wanted
    when I was young. I had to sacrifice a lot to attain it. Do you think you can do the
    same thing?"

    Harry felt himself smile. He wanted to tell Moody how much he'd already
    sacrificed, how much he had learned, how much he was going to do to free his
    parents from the clutches of the Cruciatus Curse.

    But just because Moody was safe to trust with some truths didn't make Harry stupid
    enough to trust him with all of them. He only inclined his head.

    "You'll be one to watch, and no mistake," Moody murmured, with a soft look in his
    ordinary eye. "Well. Watch, then." He took a spider from his pocket and once again
    performed the Cruciatus Curse on it.

    Harry bent close to watch the spider's limbs jerk. This time, he thought, he was
    really seeing how much the curse affected. The damage was spread throughout
    the body. It was no wonder his parents were so broken. They would have felt pain from
    their arms and hands and knees and heads, all at once, as well as their brains.

    He glanced up. Moody was watching him, not the spider.

    Harry was instantly cautious. Had he let down his barriers again, the way he
    accidentally had around Padma, and made someone think he was interesting? He said, "I
    suppose you think it's strange to be interested in the Unforgivable Curses, sir."

    "Not at all," said Moody dryly. "After all, a lot of Dark wizards are. And Aurors
    have to know them so we can capture the wizards who use them."

    Harry offered the truth that fooled everyone. "I want to know what kind of curse
    took my parents from me. I want to know what they felt."

    Moody's eyebrows flew up. "Of course," he said a moment later. "I knew your
    parents had been subjected to that curse. I knew it," he repeated. Maybe he was
    thinking that he should have connected Harry's interest in the curse to his Mum and
    Dad before.

    Harry shrugged and turned back to study the new spider that was jerking under the
    new instance of the curse. Moody would only show him two at a time, because to cast
    more than that was physically draining.

    Harry had an idea how he could use the physically draining thing, too. It would
    just take some work.

    "Thank you, sir," he said, when the spider was done. He stepped back and nodded to
    Moody and made for the door.

    "You know nothing short of a miracle can heal your parents, Mr. Potter?"

    "I know that." And I'm going to be that miracle.

    Moody leaned down, and his voice was hoarse in an odd way. "Just remember there
    are people in the world who can offer you that miracle, Mr. Potter. You only have to
    find them. And sometimes, you have to pay a high price. But I don't think any price
    can be too high, for you."

    Harry studied Moody. He didn't think Moody had taken an interest in him the way
    Padma had. He didn't want to drag Harry into the middle of a stage and make people
    take notice of him.

    No, instead Moody seemed to be thinking he could make someone else important to
    Harry. Whoever could promise miracles.

    But Harry had no interest in following anyone or paying anyone or joining anyone.
    He made his voice polite as he said, "I would pay a high price."

    "Think about it," Moody advised him, and opened his door. "When you're ready to do
    more than think about it, come to me."

    Which would be never, Harry thought, and slipped out the door.

    

    "I told you I was going to do it without your help!"

    Neville was flushed and proud and sitting straight on the bench at the Gryffindor
    table. Harry grinned at him. He didn't do that often, but Neville deserved it right
    now.

    "Yeah, you did."

    The Second Task had turned out to be underwater. Harry had tried to figure out
    what he could do when he didn't have an animal that could swim, and although he had
    studied fish a few times, he didn't think he had time to Transfigure one before the
    morning came.

    And then Neville had found gillyweed all on his own, with his Herbology knowledge,
    and succeeded in rescuing Ron.

    Suddenly, though, Neville's face fell. "I hope you aren't angry that it wasn't
    you," he told Harry, leaning towards him.

    "Angry that what wasn't me?"

    "Angry that you weren't the one who was under the lake." Neville looked the way he
    sometimes did, like he was writhing without moving. "I mean, I value you as a friend.
    I appreciate you a lot, Harry. It's just that—Ron is there, and he's my best
    friend, and he came back around to believing me after the First Task. You know?" By
    the end, Neville was almost babbling.

    Harry just smiled. He didn't know Ron that well, but he was a Gryffindor and
    Neville liked him. That was enough of a voucher for Harry. "No. It's fine." Besides,
    Harry had always known that the things that were important to him weren't important
    in the same way to other people. Harry felt close to Neville because he was one of
    his few friends. But Neville had more friends than he did.

    Neville sighed and nodded. "Thanks. I was worried about that."

    "You shouldn't have been." Harry clapped him on the back once and made his way
    over to the Ravenclaw table. Terry stood up as he came towards him, and gave him a
    little frown. Harry held back a groan. He knew what this would be about.

    This was the kind of time when he wished he could have Yar swoop into the Great
    Hall and land on his shoulder and mantle at everybody, just so they would know not to
    mess with him.

    "Harry," said Terry, and then glanced over to the right. Harry looked. There was
    Roger Davies, looking at him with interested eyes.

    "You heard that Diggory rescued Cho Chang from the lake?" Davies asked.

    "I saw him do it." Harry had really only been at the Second Task to see Neville
    compete, but of course that meant he'd seen Diggory come up, too.

    "Right." Davies looked daunted for a moment, which unfortunately didn't last long
    enough for Harry to finish a mouthful of toast. "Well, she swallowed some water or
    had a bad reaction to the spells they used to keep her unconscious down there, I
    don't know which. That means we're without a Seeker for at least a week. She gets
    dizzy when she gets on a broom. I'd like you to work with us."

    Davies paused, probably to allow Harry to be overwhelmed with gratitude. Harry
    kept eating.

    "Harry?" Terry was practically vibrating with energy.

    "No."

    Davies blinked. Then he leaned forwards. "If you're not confident about your lack
    of skill, it's all right. I wouldn't have given you a chance if I hadn't seen you
    fly."

    "I don't know the rules of the game. You would spend your time training me. And
    besides, I don't care enough about it." Harry smiled a little at Davies, and saw him
    recoil. Oh, it was one of those smiles, the kind that Neville had tried to
    get him to stop giving. Too bad. "Do you want to play with an indifferent
    Seeker?"

    "No," Davies whispered. His eyes were a little wide. Obviously, if Terry had
    warned him about it, he hadn't warned him enough.

    "Well, then," said Harry, and went back to eating.

    Davies got up after an uncomfortable few minutes and moved some seats down the
    table. Harry kept eating, and reached into a pocket for a book on Animagus training
    that he'd managed to get from the library. Apparently information on how to achieve
    the transformation was commonplace because they didn't think many people would manage
    to do it.

    "Harry." Terry poked him sharply in the side.

    Harry looked up. "What?"

    "I had to get up my courage to speak to Roger, and then you treat him like that?"
    Terry was so red he looked like he had a sunburn. "Most people would kill
    for a chance like this."

    "And I'm not most people."

    "I would—"

    "Then ask him if you can play trainee Seeker."

    "I'm not good enough. You are."

    "And I don't care."

    Terry spent the rest of breakfast trying to talk to him about Quidditch. By now,
    Harry had practice in concentrating through the yelling of his relatives and the
    sound of the telly, and he read and absorbed. Terry finally sulked off to sit next to
    Anthony, and Harry went on reading.

    The Animagus transformation is only to be completed under a trained
    supervisor.

    Not bloody likely, Harry thought in peace, and turned another page.

    

    Albus stood in the Owlery, watching as a golden eagle sat on the windowsill,
    ignoring the silence of the owls as it cleaned its feet.

    Albus hadn't taught Transfiguration classes on a regular basis for years, but he
    could still recognize a Transfigured creature when he saw one.

    The odd thing was, no one else seemed to. Albus had heard a few remarks from other
    professors and students about an eagle flying among the owls, but they all seemed to
    assume it was a wild one, or else a half-tamed pet that had escaped some student's
    control. As it didn't hurt the owls or any other magical creatures, no one had
    objected to it.

    Albus, though, wondered whether the sure sleekness of the lines, the way the eagle
    could exist and feed itself without constant supervision, wasn't enough reason to
    object.

    Minerva hadn't created it. Albus would have recognized the glow of her magic
    around a corner with his eyes closed. They had been friends for too many years.

    Besides him and Minerva, there were no masters of Transfiguration able to create
    such a bird in the school. And that meant it had probably been sent her by an outside
    force, as a spy.

    And Albus could think of only one outside force who would do that.

    This was the closest Albus had been to the eagle since he started seeing it. He
    had accustomed it to his presence by standing quietly and not trying to interrupt
    when it hunted. He thought he would soon gain enough of its trust to destroy it.

    In fact, he might have enough of that now.

    Sure enough, when he raised his wand, the bird paid no attention. Albus murmured
    the spell that would dissolve any Transfigured creature back into the components it
    had come from, whether that was a desk or a collection of leaves. "Finite
    commuto."

    The minute the spell left his wand, the eagle leaped off the windowsill and was
    gone. For a moment, as Albus moved forwards to study the flight path of the spell, he
    hoped the white light would catch up with the eagle and dissolve it in midair. That
    would be the cleanest and easiest solution.

    Nothing of the sort happened. The spell was right behind the eagle, but all the
    bird did was rise and swerve, and the light earthed itself harmlessly in the broom
    shed. The next instant, the eagle was up and riding, and disappeared into the
    clouds.

    Albus nodded slowly. That confirmed extra magic had been added to the eagle,
    rather than simply creating a natural bird out of whatever objects the caster had
    chosen. The bird had wit enough to recognize threats, and yet it hadn't fled Hogwarts
    grounds. It was bound to stay here, on the orders of its master.

    Albus would wait and ambush the eagle at a later date. At least its spying could
    do little harm now that he knew what it was.

    He would watch on a higher level of alertness for the next Transfigured spy, the
    one that Tom might hope would escape detection. And he would step up the preparations
    for calling the Order of the Phoenix back together. Some of them had already started
    meeting on a regular basis to train Neville. It would be a small matter to increase
    the things he was asking them to do, including tracking rumors of a new Death Eater
    specializing in Transfiguration.

    Shaking his head, Albus moved towards the stairs from the Owlery. His joints felt
    stiffer than they had in years. No matter what he did, the lures of greed and
    corruption, the main reasons people joined Tom, remained strong.

    

    "What is it?" Harry whispered, stroking Yar's feathers. She had landed on his left
    shoulder an hour ago—something he hadn't prepared for, since his right arm was her
    usual perch—and torn the skin to ribbons. Harry had had to cast some healing spells,
    and had then tried to cast her back into the air.

    She refused to go. She clung to him as he moved through the Forbidden Forest,
    searching out some more rare stones and leaves he could use as components in one of
    the potions he wanted to brew on his own, and Harry thought the passage of time would
    ease her nervousness.

    But here Yar still was, her fierce face tucked against his neck. Harry stroked her
    again and decided something must have attacked her. Perhaps another eagle, but in
    that case, he thought she would have carried wounds. More likely magic. Maybe a
    student had got scared and used magic; maybe a teacher had decided no student should
    have a pet eagle and tried to capture her to trace her owner.

    "You know I can find you if you go missing," Harry said, and played with the edge
    of her tail, which Yar promptly fluffed out as if she wanted him to put his fingers
    in between the feathers. Harry smiled and did so. Yar lifted her head and shook out
    her wings, then flew from his shoulder to a branch and started scanning the leaves
    with intense eyes.

    It had been a minor change, then. But Harry would take the lesson from it that the
    person who had cast at Yar probably hadn't intended to teach him.

    He would be even more careful, even more attentive to what other people thought of
    him, Harry thought as he forced his way deeper into the early March woods. And that
    included the next logical step of learning more about his parents.

    

    Harry carefully unfolded the old Daily Prophet behind the cover of a huge
    Charms book. Neither Neville nor Terry were with him today. Terry had been spending
    more time with the Quidditch team, even after Chang had recovered, as if he hoped
    they would grant him a position out of pity.

    And Neville had told Harry that Granger wanted him and Weasley to study with her.
    She seemed to think Neville had neglected his studying too much for the Triwizard
    Tournament.

    Harry thought of telling Granger that Neville had only been trying to survive, but
    he refrained. He didn't know Granger that well, but she had stood by Neville when
    almost no one else had. He wouldn't antagonize her.

    He had thought he would have more trouble finding the information he needed. As it
    turned out, it was almost—simple. All he had to do was ask Madam Pince, and she
    showed him the old stacks of yellowing newspapers.

    It had proven slightly more trouble to find one that had the appropriate pictures
    and trial transcripts. But Harry knew the dates he wanted. He simply persevered,
    swooping up and down until he found them.

    The description of the night that the Lestranges had cursed his parents, and how
    Black had dueled Pettigrew and died.

    Harry gently touched the photograph of the young Sirius Black, who was posing with
    his dad in front of a wall with a plaque on it. Sirius had had wild eyes, even though
    he wore a formal robe in the photo. Harry could imagine him getting up to the sorts
    of pranks that Weasley's brothers apparently did all the time.

    I wish I could have known you, Harry thought. Once again, he was glad
    that his parents had survived, even if it had been horrible for them. This way, at
    least he could have the chance of knowing them once they were back to normal.

    Sirius was gone forever.

    And Lupin was alive but Harry wanted nothing to do with him, which was the worst
    of both worlds.

    Harry sighed noiselessly—Lupin was a problem that he had dealt with—and turned the
    page. At once he saw the picture he had been looking for, although he hadn't known
    what the people in it looked like when he began to read. He swallowed noiselessly and
    leaned forwards.

    The picture showed a woman and two men, standing chained in what Harry assumed was
    a courtroom, although the background was blurry. The photographer had really wanted
    to just show the people.

    The two men had scowls and faces stamped with marks of age and pain. The woman was
    beautiful in an insane way. She faced the camera and laughed with her mouth open. Her
    hair was long and dark, and her eyes were huge and dark.

    Harry memorized the face, and then his eyes went to the caption.

    Bellatrix Lestrange, with her husband Rodolphus and her brother-in-law
    Rabastan, facing the Wizengamot.

    Bellatrix had a memorable face. Harry read a little of the article and wasn't
    surprised to find out she was related to the Blacks. She did look like
    Sirius.

    But while Sirius had done his best to reject the evil he'd grown up with and
    chosen to be in Gryffindor, it sounded like Bellatrix had been happy and proud to bow
    down in front of Lord Dudders.

    And to torture my parents.

    Harry touched the edge of the picture with his finger. He was keeping his emotions
    to himself. He held them and they shook him, but he was their master. If he hadn't
    been, he would have torn up the photograph.

    Instead, he read all the articles he could find about the Lestranges and his
    parents' torture and how long the Lestranges had been sentenced to Azkaban, and then
    he returned the papers to their proper places. His mind blazed with faces as he went
    out to fly and be with Yar, Cross scampering at his heels to play with a string
    dangling off Harry's robes.

    I am going to make them pay. They won't even know who I am or where I'm coming
    from, but they will pay.

    That day, as he flew with Yar and watched her scan the ground for prey, Harry felt
    as if he understood her better than ever.

  


  
    16. Vengeance's Path
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    Chapter Sixteen—Vengeance's Path

    "You could be a better student if you only applied yourself."

    Harry blinked and stood up, his hand on his wand and his pocket boiling with mice,
    for a second before he caught himself. The voice had startled him. He hadn't expected
    to hear it in the library.

    But for whatever reason, there Professor Moody was, looming in front of him, hands
    on his hips as he stared down at Harry. He had both eyes firmly fixed on him instead
    of having the magical eye watch out behind him for danger, which was unusual. Harry's
    senses felt as though they were tingling with the intensity that he concentrated on
    Moody back.

    "I read your essay," Moody whispered harshly. A flick of his wand, and a faint,
    shimmering wall like a bubble appeared to cut them off from the rest of the library.
    Harry was pretty sure it was a shield that would keep anyone from overhearing
    them.

    "You may fool the rest of the professors, but you don't fool me anymore," Moody
    said, taking a step towards Harry that made his wooden leg thump. "You're perfectly
    capable of doing anything you want to. You understand the theory."

    "Theory and practice aren't the same." It was something Snape said over and over
    again in class whenever Michael didn't brew a potion right. Harry had never thought
    he would be grateful to Snape for an aphorism.

    "Theory's more than half of practice," Moody retorted. "The people who cast spells
    without knowing what they're doing, ones they can't handle, ones that they think are
    good countercurses when they just magically exhaust them and don't get rid of the
    threat…they're the ones in trouble." He took another step forwards. Harry
    judged the jumping angles and the way he could lunge, where his claws would land on
    Moody's body if he did. "Why are you holding yourself back?"

    "I'm not holding myself back, Professor. I just don't care that much about
    Defense."

    Harry had thought the truth would calm Moody down. He seemed to be pretty good at
    sensing lies. But instead, Moody pointed his wand straight at him. Harry's legs
    twitched wildly, but he managed to keep from leaping. Moody hadn't cast at him
    yet.

    "You should. With what's coming, what any sane wizard knows is
    coming, you should." Moody leaned towards him, eyebrows bristling like the hair on
    Cross's back when he got upset. "I'm going to test your reflexes, Potter. And I damn
    well want to see what you're keeping up your sleeve."

    At the moment, Harry didn't have any animals up his sleeve, but he also had the
    feeling that Moody hadn't meant it that literally. His legs twitched again anyway. He
    wanted to Obliviate Moody. He wanted to strike at him. He hated being
    cornered.

    But at the same time, he didn't want to do anything that would confirm Moody's
    suspicions. Harry only said plainly, "You said something about help once before, sir.
    Someone who could perform miracles."

    Moody paused and held his wand back a little. "Ah. You've thought about that,
    Potter?"

    A strike to the hand, to take his wand away, then a leap to the side and a
    strike for the hamstrings. Now that he had a battle plan in mind, Harry was a
    little calmer. "Yes, sir. But I don't trust someone who claims to perform miracles.
    Some people have told me they can. It always ends up the same way."

    "What way?"

    Harry considered Moody. He didn't trust him the way he did Professor McGonagall,
    but on the other hand, that lack of knowledge meant he might be able to pass off
    half-truths as the whole truth.

    He took a step towards Moody and lowered his voice. Moody promptly bent down in
    front of him, magical eye almost sitting still in his face.

    Harry whispered, "I don't like my relatives. They treated me horribly just because
    I had magic and they didn't. I tried to get some people to help, like some of my
    teachers when they were in the Muggle world. And it always came to nothing.
    I learned not to trust anyone who promised a miracle."

    Moody was smiling, or at least doing the sort of clenched grimace that Harry
    thought was the closest he could come to a smile. Harry still didn't like being this
    close to anyone who wasn't an animal or his parents, but he could put up with it for
    a little while longer.

    "I think you would like the man I have in mind. Not only is he magically powerful,
    he was raised by Muggles who hated him and didn't understand him, either," Moody
    breathed. "He is…incredible. He trusts few people, like you do. But he never
    held back in school, Potter. He knew he had to apply himself if he was going to
    become an important person."

    I don't want to be an important person. I just want to heal my
    parents.

    Harry consented to give a small shrug of his shoulders. "But why would he want to
    help me? I'm just a student who can't do a whole lot for an adult who's that
    strong."

    "Right now, he's at the mercy of his enemies," Moody said. "But he could return to
    power more easily with help. He would be able to achieve it on his own. Never doubt
    that!" His voice rang out solemnly. "But it would be easier with help."

    I don't think much of this power he's talking about. And isn't Moody supposed
    to be an Auror, loyal to the Ministry? He can't be talking about the Minister or the
    Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement or anything like that.

    Having entered the game, though, Harry knew he couldn't back out immediately. It
    was like the time he had tricked Dudley's friend Piers into believing something
    horrible would happen if he touched Harry. He had to keep up the pretense for as long
    as it was necessary.

    "I don't know, sir. I only want to do one thing."

    "What's that?"

    "Take revenge on the people who hurt me." It was true, even. Healing his parents
    and torturing the Lestranges would take revenge on the people who had hurt him. But
    Harry wasn't going to tell Moody about the healing his parents part, either. Moody
    would probably think Harry should put this powerful man, whoever he was, first. And
    Harry didn't intend to do that. He could only put his family first.

    And Moody, like all adults, would probably try to stop Harry from healing his
    parents because it would be something dangerous. Not fit for a child to do.
    Plus Moody would have the additional idea that he had to "save" Harry because he
    wanted Harry to be useful to his miracle-worker later.

    "I promise that my lord can help you with that," Moody said. "You're a strange
    child, Potter, not like the others. But powerful, like he was. He can help you.
    I'll help you."

    Harry held still, as if he was thinking about it, while in the back of his mind a
    thousand voices seemed to start laughing all at once. He only knew a few people who
    would get called "lord" in the wizarding world. It wasn't like the Muggle world,
    where there were some people who had inherited political power because of a
    title.

    Dark Lord Dudders.

    Of course, if he showed he knew that, then Moody was likely to use a Memory Charm
    on him at best. Harry would have to go on playing the game the way he had
    with Piers, and with Malfoy.

    He looked Moody straight in the normal eye, and said, "But how can you help with
    my Muggle relatives? They live in a completely Muggle area. And I thought the Statute
    of Secrecy meant you couldn't perform magic in places like that."

    Moody gave him a wild smile. "I'm sure you'll think of something. That's the first
    gift I'm going to give you, Potter. Let you come up with a suitable miracle for the
    man I'm talking about to perform for you. And when you're ready, come and tell me
    exactly what kind of vengeance performed on your relatives would win you."

    Harry blinked a little. "You sound like you think I could really help your
    powerful man, Professor Moody."

    "I think you will because you have the potential," Moody said. "And I'm the only
    one who can convince you to stop neglecting that." He nodded once and went off. The
    shields he'd raised popped as he went, and Harry saw the curious glances of more than
    one person in the library.

    Harry shook his head a little at them and turned back to his own homework. He
    wondered for a second if Dark Lord Dudders was so desperate for help that he had to
    recruit people like Harry. Moody at least made sense, because he was a powerful
    Auror. But a fourteen-year-old student?

    Maybe Moody is crazy and desperate, too.

    Harry had to consider what he would do with the knowledge. But in the end, there
    was only one thing.

    

    "You'll have your wand ready the moment he comes out of the room, Minerva."

    Albus's voice was gentle and steady. Minerva could only nod. They were both
    standing outside the door of Alastor's rooms.

    Minerva glanced again at the anonymous letter Albus had received, the one that
    accused Alastor of working for You-Know-Who. Minerva had been skeptical. She knew a
    lot of people hated Alastor for the way he had arrested "innocents," including the
    Death Eaters who claimed to have been under Imperius during the first war. It would
    make sense to come up with a damaging accusation if they could and try to get him
    sacked.

    But Albus had spent a day considering it before he approached her, and he
    apparently had private evidence he hadn't shared with her. Minerva stood braced for
    battle as Albus knocked again on Alastor's door.

    It didn't open, but they heard some shuffling from inside. Minerva glanced once at
    Albus. "Doesn't he have a Foe-Glass?" she whispered.

    Albus nodded, and then abruptly grabbed her and whirled her to the side. At the
    same moment, a white blast as bright as lightning broke through the door and headed
    straight for Albus. It was a formless mass of light, and Minerva's mouth opened to
    scream despite some of the things she had seen during the war.

    Albus's wand snapped right, left, right. The shield that took form in front of him
    looked as if it was made of smooth black bricks. The light broke on it and
    vanished.

    The next instant, Albus had charged into Alastor's quarters. Minerva followed,
    murmuring the spells that would animate several of the chairs she could see in the
    room ahead of her and call them to her side to fight for her.

    The chairs whirled around on new paws and scraped the ground in challenge. Minerva
    turned with them around her. If Albus needed help, she would send the chairs to flank
    him and Moody, and attack that way.

    But a glance made it obvious that she couldn't actually help. Albus was darting
    back and forth and weaving a spiral of white light and tiny flying phoenixes inwards
    on Moody. Minerva winced. The power of the magic in the room was harsh enough to make
    the hairs on her arms stand up.

    Moody responded with a spell that was purple and radiant and coiled on his
    shoulders and ate the light and phoenixes. Minerva had last seen that spell in the
    first war, when it had snapped out and eaten the legs off several people who had
    ended up in St. Mungo's, never to walk again.

    Albus caught her eye and snapped his head to the right.

    And Minerva realized she could help after all. Albus was stronger than Moody, but
    he couldn't use magic as strong as he would need to defeat him without damaging the
    school badly. Moody, by contrast, wouldn't care about what he used.

    Minerva whispered instructions. The largest chair next to her crouched, and then
    jumped over Minerva's head and landed next to Alastor, swiping his leg with a paw as
    he made a turn away from Albus's wand.

    Moody snarled and splintered the chair with a wordless Cracking Curse that Minerva
    didn't think she could have bettered. But she had provided the distraction needed.
    Albus finally managed a Stunner that touched Moody's heart, the one place it would
    lay him out when he was protected by that dark purple spell.

    In a second, Moody was stretched on the floor, and the magic he'd created blazed
    fiercely, once, and vanished from around him. Albus limped slowly up to look at him.
    Minerva opened her mouth to call Poppy, but Albus shook his head.

    "I'll be all right for a moment," he said. "What I don't understand is how
    Voldemort could have corrupted Alastor. He was one of the best."

    Minerva looked around the room in a silent, probably fruitless search for answers.
    On Alastor's wall hung the now empty and useless Foe-Glass. There was a locked trunk
    in the corner, and a flask of some potion on the table.

    As Minerva watched, steam spurted from the potion, and a very familiar odor came
    from it—the odor of the "brandy" that Alastor tended to drink even in the middle of
    meetings with the other professors. Minerva reached out and pulled on Albus's sleeve.
    "Look," she whispered.

    Albus turned around, and his eyes widened the moment he caught sight of the flask
    of the potion. He strode over and spent a moment regarding it. Then he nodded once
    and said, "Polyjuice."

    "So Alastor—"

    "Has to be still alive, but he's not him." Albus faced the Stunned man
    again, and his face was implacable and grave in a way Minerva hadn't seen since she
    talked with him about Harry's relatives. "I wish I knew who had suspected this and
    didn't speak up until now."

    Minerva shook her head. She had seen the letter someone had sent Albus, and it
    hadn't said anything about Polyjuice, only that as far as that person knew, Moody was
    someone who probably served You-Know-Who.

    But she also couldn't blame Albus, as they searched the rooms for some sign of the
    real Alastor and waited for the Polyjuiced man to transform back to his normal self,
    for looking extra hard at all the letters they found. She knew he was looking for one
    with the same writing as the owl that had arrived for him.

    When they found the real Alastor in the bottom of "Moody's" secure trunk, and saw
    the face of a supposedly dead man on the one who transformed, it only led to more
    questions, not fewer.

    

    "I can't help being nervous, even though Gran keeps telling me that I'll do fine,"
    Neville whispered the morning of the Third Task.

    "I think it's fine to feel nervous," Harry said. The hedge maze they were setting
    up for the Third Task looked big enough that all sorts of monsters could hide in
    there, and even Harry's extra lessons couldn't completely get rid of the problem with
    Neville's self-confidence.

    "Yeah. I just hope I don't have to face another basilisk."

    "I think it's amazing that you already faced one." Harry looked into Neville's
    wide and worried eyes and tried to make a joke. "And think of it, you didn't even
    have me with you to help you that time."

    Neville's face did clear, and he laughed. "Or Yar." Then he looked around abruptly
    and said, "Where's Terry? He always used to come over when it was time for classes to
    start. Like he wanted to make sure you didn't accidentally go to class with us."

    Harry glanced over his shoulder. Terry was talking to Roger Davies, as usual. He
    spent most of his time with the Ravenclaw Quidditch team now. "I think poor Terry's
    finally given up on me," Harry said, managing to keep his voice light.

    "Stopped being your friend?" Neville looked outraged for a second, then guilty,
    the way he usually did. "Is it because you've had to spend so much time with me and
    he doesn't like me?"

    "No one could force me to spend time with you if I didn't want to," Harry said,
    and waited until Neville gave a little nod. It looked reluctant, but at least he was
    doing it. Maybe, with time, he would come to believe it. "And it's more that Terry
    had convinced himself I was some kind of Quidditch star waiting to happen. I finally
    managed to make him believe I'm not, and now he's friends with Davies and Chang."

    "That's a weak basis for a friendship."

    Harry nodded. "That would be why he's not around me all the time anymore."

    This time, Neville frowned at the Ravenclaw table. "But he doesn't care?
    More than that, I mean? He was friends with you since your first year, and I know he
    talked to you even when you tried to keep to yourself. It seems strange he would
    abandon you over something like Quidditch."

    Harry hesitated. There were things he had never tried to talk to Neville about,
    because he wasn't sure if Neville would keep being his friend afterwards. But he
    thought he could try the truth about Terry now, if he could find the right words.

    "I think he was worried that I wasn't normal," Harry said finally. "He was worried
    about me, and he thought I wanted friends and I was being left out of everything. I
    tried to convince him that I didn't really care about having friends and I definitely
    didn't care about Quidditch. But I don't think he ever believed me. Finally he
    realized this year that I don't care. I can't blame him for moving on."

    "But you're my friend."

    Harry nodded. "Because we started out helping each other, and you're brave, and
    you didn't seem to mind that much if I wanted to be left alone. But it bothered Terry
    a lot. If it doesn't bother him anymore, I can't blame him."

    Neville just sat there and looked at him with his brow furrowed, which wrinkled
    the lightning bolt scar. Harry sipped his pumpkin juice and looked peacefully
    back.

    "Well, all right," said Neville finally. Then he looked over as one of the other
    Gryffindors said something, and jumped to his feet with a curse that Harry knew would
    have made Professor McGonagall look sharply at him. "I'm sorry, Harry! We have to go.
    I don't want to keep Professor Dawlish waiting."

    Harry nodded. The Ministry had assigned another Auror to teach the Defense classes
    that Crouch had once taught, and while Dawlish seemed to be nice and even a little
    dotty personally, he was stern in the classroom.

    Harry shook his head a little as he returned to the Ravenclaw table. He hadn't
    thought exposing Moody as working for Voldemort would have such profound effects. He
    had thought it was Moody, not someone who was supposed to be dead and had
    such strong ties to the Death Eaters.

    But it was done now, and no one had even suspected that Harry might have done it.
    The other students just talked in hushed tones about how maybe one of the other
    people who used to be Death Eaters had betrayed Crouch. The professors pinched their
    lips shut and didn't talk about it at all outside the absolute minimum the students
    needed to know to accept Auror Dawlish as their new Defense professor.

    Harry snatched a scone from the table and stood up. He would walk with Michael to
    Potions, since Terry was still studiously pretending to be a sixth-year on the
    Quidditch team instead of a fourth-year who had to go to Snape's class like anyone
    else. And while Snape sneered at him and insulted Harry's potion, Harry would dream
    of this afternoon, and the training he was going to do.

    He had finally decided how to go to war against the Lestranges.

    

    "Yes, I had to hood you. Shut up."

    Yar was making displeased little chirrups as she surveyed the clearing in the
    Forbidden Forest where Harry had brought her. But Harry sensed her interest the
    minute she saw those dummies he had Transfigured from straw and stone. She was always
    interested in new things, to see if they were food.

    He'd hooded Yar to bring her here because she would ride his shoulder but not
    always fly after him, and he wanted to make sure they were out of sight and the
    attention a soaring eagle might draw. Harry lowered the stump he'd used to carry her
    to the ground and dusted his hands off. Yar, head cocked and bobbing as her neck
    snaked back and forth, ignored him in favor of the dummies.

    "That's right," said Harry softly, and then he waved his wand. Several of the
    sticks lying on the forest floor sprang up and attached themselves to the hands of
    the dummies—always the right hands, since that was where most wizards carried their
    wands. "Now. Watch this."

    Yar didn't pay attention to his words—she often didn't—but she looked up and
    focused when Harry created the image of an eagle soaring over the clearing. In fact,
    she mantled and screamed, crouching in challenge. Harry set a hand gently in the
    middle of her back, and waved his wand again.

    The illusory eagle stooped down, feet thrown out in front of it, aiming for the
    dummies. It grabbed the right hand of one dummy, the one that held the fake wand, and
    squeezed. Harry had to cast a different spell to make the hand crumple and the sound
    of a pained scream echo around the clearing, because the illusion couldn't affect
    physical reality. But there it was.

    Yar blinked and blinked, golden eyes never looking away from the dummies. Harry
    created another eagle, and did it again. And again. And again. Then he tossed pieces
    of meat to the illusory eagles to reward them.

    Yar only watched and didn't fly that day. But Harry didn't care. It would take him
    a long time to train his eagle.

    But when he was done, her talons that could crush someone's right hand with a
    careless squeeze would know to aim for the hands of the enemy.

    

    Albus stepped slowly back into the shadows of the Owlery, although he already had
    a Disillusionment Charm on. He didn't think he needed a glamour to disguise his
    scent. Birds didn't have much of a sense of smell, and in any case, his should be
    masked by the drifting of feathers and pellets from the owls.

    The eagle was there again. This time, it simply sat on the windowsill and
    considered the owls. It looked as if it might be counting the numbers of birds and
    how many had recently gone to carry messages.

    Albus was on edge. The information the Ministry had got from Crouch before the
    Dementors Kissed him was enough to let Albus know that Crouch had entered Neville's
    name in the Tournament, but the Death Eater had only laughed when they questioned him
    about Voldemort's plans after that. He didn't know.

    He did know there was another free Death Eater working with Voldemort,
    one who had helped Crouch assume Alastor's place but always kept his cloak too low to
    identify him. And unluckily, there were simply too many Death Eaters who had walked
    away from Azkaban after the first war. Albus didn't dare make a move without proof,
    because Fudge wouldn't listen to him anyway, and for fear of warning his enemies.

    But Albus had come up with a better plan than simply destroying the eagle.

    He held up a feather now, and worked the Transfiguration with slow, precise sweeps
    of his wand. The feather changed slowly into a snowy-white band of metal, one that
    would snap together around a bird's leg. The band hummed with a small Tracking
    Charm.

    The eagle began to ruffle its wings and act as if it would fly a minute into the
    Transfiguration. Albus tensed. Now that he knew how smart the bird was, he would do
    something other than simply cast a spell at it that would send it back into its
    components.

    Treating the bird as a spy of his own necessitated more complex measures,
    anyway.

    After a moment, the eagle's wings calmed down, and Albus could turn back to the
    band. He had chosen to add the Tracking Charm during the process of Transfiguration
    rather than after; that would make it subtler, something that was more part of the
    band's inherent structure than attached to the surface. Albus thought he needed that,
    particularly with someone who had mastered Transfiguration enough to create the
    eagle.

    At last the band was done. Albus moved slowly closer to the windowsill, alert for
    any twitch of movement in the eagle's beak or talons.

    But nothing happened. Albus flicked a Stunner at the bird from so close that it
    had no time to react other than leaping slightly into the air, and then he slid the
    band around the bird's leg and pressed it tight. The band shut with a little
    click.

    Albus moved back with a faint smile. There were so many wizards who thought they
    could never learn any useful ideas from Muggles, but Albus wouldn't have had this
    idea if he hadn't read those fascinating Muggle magazine articles about people who
    banded and tracked birds like this.

    He revived the eagle and ducked hastily behind a perch, even given the
    Disillusionment Charm, as the bird revived with screaming and thrashing. It
    immediately leaped out the window and was gone, flying towards the Forbidden
    Forest.

    Albus nodded. He would give it a day or so, in case the creator of the eagle was
    alarmed by his pet's anxiety, and then he would begin paying close attention to its
    movements.

    Besides, he wouldn't have been able to give it proper attention today anyway.
    Tonight was the Third Task, and likely the last time that Voldemort would have to
    make a proper move.

    

    Harry was on his feet the minute he saw Neville staggering out of the maze, so
    pale he could hardly move, carrying Cedric Diggory's body.

    Professor McGonagall was running towards him, too, and Professor Dumbledore. But
    Harry was there first. He stared at Diggory, who had died with no marks on him, and
    then looked straight at Neville. "The Killing Curse?" he whispered.

    "Voldemort," whispered Neville, shaking. "And Macnair—"

    Then the professors were there, and shouting, and escorting Neville away, while
    everyone else screamed and flailed and fainted. Or they tried to escort him. Harry
    stayed right with him, using the same unobtrusive but quietly stubborn tactics that
    he had when he'd wanted to get into Crouch's good graces, and after a harassed look
    at the audience, Professor McGonagall let him stay.

    "We will have to know what happened, my dear boy."

    Harry slanted a little look sideways at Professor Dumbledore, who had dim eyes
    now—not twinkling—and a near-limp in his step as he walked beside Neville. He didn't
    know? Harry had thought he would know. He'd been close enough to hear
    Neville speak.

    "The Cup was a trap." Neville hunched over as he walked, until Snape finally
    thought to take Diggory's body from him. "I—I got th-there at the same time as
    C-Cedric, and I s-said we both should share it. So Hogwarts would get the glory."

    His throat bobbed, and Harry Transfigured a button off his robe sleeve into a
    basin with barely a thought. Neville leaned over and vomited into it.

    "It was a Portkey," Neville continued a second later, as he was wiping his mouth.
    They were all still walking along, but by now, they were in the school and the noise
    of the crowd had mostly cut off. "It t-took us to this g-graveyard. Macnair killed
    Cedric." He broke off into a sob, and Harry put his arm around Neville. "V-Voldemort
    tied me to a stone and t-took blood from my arm. Well, Macnair did that, and
    V-Voldemort got ready to bathe in the cauldron and rise from it. It was a potion of
    some kind. So he rose, and he called the Death Eaters back, and—"

    "We'll talk about this further once you're in the hospital wing, Mr.
    Longbottom."

    That was Professor McGonagall, and Harry found himself relaxing. She would handle
    things better than Snape would. Harry wasn't sure about Dumbledore, since he didn't
    really know him, but he did know that Dumbledore appeared interested in the story and
    hadn't suggested the hospital wing. Professor McGonagall was the only professor here
    who really cared about Neville.

    "Back to Ravenclaw Tower with you, Potter."

    That was Snape, the sneer imprinted in his voice the way it was on his face. Harry
    looked up at him fearlessly, and saw Snape turn a little pale. Harry didn't think he
    was remembering the werewolf fight Harry had Obliviated from his mind last
    year; in fact, he probably had the more profound reaction because he
    couldn't think of a reason why he should be afraid of James Potter's
    son.

    Harry turned to Professor McGonagall. "Is Neville going to be all right,
    Professor?"

    Her face softened, the way it always did when she saw him acting like a "normal"
    boy. "I'll personally make sure of it, Mr. Potter."

    Harry nodded and touched Neville's shoulder once before he went away. There was no
    one else in his bedroom when he came into it, and he snatched a book and went right
    away to the dungeon workroom, pausing only to let a group of Slytherins clatter past
    him.

    Harry had something to do that he had to finish before they left for the holiday,
    at the very latest. He hoped to have it done tomorrow, so he could give it to
    Neville.

    

    "Is the boy going to be all right, Minerva?"

    Minerva raised her head and blinked eyes that felt as if long, gummy strings had
    been shoved into them. She'd fallen asleep by Neville's bed in the hospital wing, and
    she had to reorient her head towards Albus's questions.

    Then she nodded. "Poppy treated him for the aftermath of the Cruciatus and a wound
    on his arm," she said. "She thinks that's where You-Know-Who took the blood for—" She
    broke off and shook her head. Neville should have been safe. She had thought for sure
    he would be after they had caught Crouch and learned from him who had put Neville's
    name in the Goblet. All he had to do was get through the Third Task, and
    You-Know-Who's plan should be thwarted.

    "I know." Albus sat down beside the bed and stared at Neville in silence. Then he
    looked up. "I think perhaps I will speak with Augusta about Neville spending the
    summer in training. He could use it."

    Minerva found herself sitting so still and alert that she felt the way she did
    before she entered her Animagus form. She shook her head and said, "Surely what the
    boy most needs now is rest."

    "Perhaps. But that is not what the wizarding world needs."

    Minerva stood abruptly. Albus looked at her in surprise. Minerva said, "You can
    talk to Augusta. If she chooses to make him dispose of his summer that way, then I
    can't gainsay her. But while we are inside the walls of Hogwarts, Neville's
    protection is mine, and you'll leave him alone."

    Albus blinked. Then he said softly, "Minerva, I never meant—I never meant the boy
    must train or I would be displeased—"

    "No, but you implied it." Minerva felt cold and tired. She sat down again by
    Neville's bed and stared at him, trying to imagine how much worse he must
    feel. "I care more about Neville right now than the whole of the wizarding world.
    Please go away, Albus."

    She had the impression that he lingered for a little, as if hoping to catch her
    eye. Minerva kept her head bowed and her gaze fixed on Neville's bed, and finally he
    left.

    Minerva exhaled shakily and touched her forehead with one hand. She knew Albus
    meant well. She would never have followed him this long if she didn't believe in his
    politics and his vision for the school.

    But sometimes—not always, just sometimes—he had a tendency to see things in such
    large patterns and groups that they left the small and the individual behind.

    Minerva drifted into a kind of trance, keeping watch over Neville's bedside, and
    jumped again when a voice said, "Professor McGonagall?"

    Minerva turned with a series of sharp blinks. Harry was standing beside her now,
    and he had a grey kitten in his hands with the largest and most serious eyes Minerva
    had ever seen on a cat. They were blue-grey. When the kitten saw Neville, it stirred
    and squirmed, and Harry put it on the bed.

    The kitten walked towards Neville and peered into his face. Then it lay down
    beside him. A second later, Minerva felt the bed tremble slightly. The kitten was
    purring, and the thunder of its purr was so loud she could feel it.

    "Where did you get that kitten, Harry?"

    Harry was watching Neville and the kitten with a small smile. He looked up. "I
    Transfigured it from a stack of coins, Professor McGonagall," he said calmly.

    Minerva closed her eyes. Then she said, "And you do not intend to simply turn it
    back into the coins with it's done?"

    "No, Professor. I imagined it as being loyal to Neville, to cheer him up and maybe
    protect him when it gets big enough. That means I can't Transfigure it back."

    Minerva opened her eyes. "Harry, you must know that kind of Transfiguration you
    are practicing is extremely dangerous. I understood why you wanted to do this for
    Neville, and I think it will help him, but—you must promise me not to do that
    again."

    Harry looked at her. "I know why human Transfiguration is dangerous, Professor
    McGonagall. But why is this kind dangerous?"

    Harry spoke in such an odd tone, as if he was humoring her. But Minerva knew he
    was a serious little boy. And she was tired herself from watching all night and prone
    to interpret things strangely when she was that way, as she knew from long experience
    during the war.

    "Because you can create monsters so easily," she whispered now. "Cats that would
    attack Neville instead of comforting him. Things with fangs and claws that you can't
    destroy before they hurt you. Man-eating monsters if you imagine a leopard or a lion
    or the like. You—your imagination is the limit, but the more complexity you imagine
    into the animal, the more distance from its natural behavior, the more dangerous it
    is." She turned and looked Harry in the eye. "It's already dangerous to make a cat
    such a loyal being, more like a dog than a cat. Promise me you won't do it
    again."

    Harry stared at her with intense, shining eyes. Minerva blinked again. She
    felt—what? Intimidated, by the force of the will in those eyes? Surely not. She knew
    Harry was James and Lily's son, and while he had few friends, he was integrating
    himself more into the school now. And Harry had a sense of morality developed by his
    own treatment at the hands of his relatives. His instinct to protect Neville was
    evidence of that.

    "It sure seems dangerous, Professor McGonagall."

    Minerva sighed in relief. And because she felt strange, and tired, she leaned
    forwards and hugged Harry before he could draw away. He only stood there, and seemed
    to be thinking about something.

    "I know you've decided you don't want to leave your relatives now that they're
    treating you better," Minerva whispered. "But if you ever change your mind, you
    must tell me right away. I'll still come for you, and we'll work out legal
    guardianship somehow. All right?"

    "Yes, Professor McGonagall."

    Harry still stood there passively, not hugging her back. Minerva closed her eyes
    and shivered again at the memory of his eyes.

    But he was James and Lily's son, he had wanted to Sort Gryffindor, he had done
    this for Neville at such a risk, and he didn't bully people or taunt them or hurt
    them. Surely it was all right. Surely it would be.

    She could repeat much the same things to the boy lying so still in the bed, with
    the change of his parents' names. Surely it will be.
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    Chapter Seventeen—Informis

    Harry looked in silence at the Daily Prophet that had landed on the table
    in front of him after Chang was done with it. He didn't have a subscription to it
    himself, but he'd frequently read it during this year, especially to see the kinds of
    stupid things they said about Neville.

    And now there was another front-page story, about how Walden Macnair had been
    reported as a Death Eater, and had in fact been caught with the Dark Mark on his arm.
    But not before he'd managed to reach the island where Azkaban prison stood, overpower
    the guards with a mixture of magic and persuasion, and free a bunch of the other
    Death Eaters who were there.

    Harry delicately traced the list with one finger. Several names he didn't
    recognize; others he'd sometimes seen history books mention.

    But three stood out as though they were written in scarlet ink.

    Bellatrix Lestrange. Rodolphus Lestrange. Rabastan Lestrange.

    Harry smiled.

    "Harry?" Terry asked cautiously, looking around the paper. "Cho wants the paper
    back. To look at the Quidditch section, I think."

    Harry handed the paper over willingly. He'd already read the lead story several
    times, and it felt as if its words were imprinted on his heart with that same scarlet
    ink.

    "Are you all right?" Terry had handed the paper to Chang without actually turning
    away from Harry. Harry wondered idly what had made Terry change his mind about paying
    attention to Harry when he hadn't in such a long time, but dismissed the worry. It
    was fine if he had changed his mind; Harry would be fine with being friends again, or
    with Terry ignoring him if he wanted to.

    He had more important things to worry about.

    "Yes," said Harry. "I just thought of some things I need to take care of before we
    leave for the summer, that's all." He swallowed the last of his pumpkin juice and
    charmed a few sausages with a Preservation spell, just in case, then stood up.

    "You should have been packed already," said Terry, but he stood up, too, and
    followed Harry back to Ravenclaw Tower.

    Harry kept silent, his mind humming with thoughts. He thought it might also make
    Terry speak up the way it looked like he wanted to, and stop dithering around.

    "Listen," said Terry, sure enough, when they were only a few stairs away from
    Ravenclaw Tower. Harry turned around and nodded.

    Terry fidgeted for a second, and then he muttered, "I saw you flying one day with
    Yar."

    Harry nodded again. He didn't know where this was going, but thought it might be
    another attempt to recruit him for Quidditch, maybe because Davies had asked Terry to
    do it. Terry was going to be in for a disappointment if that was true.

    "And I think—" More fidgeting. Terry then looked Harry straight in the eye and
    blurted, "I understand now."

    Harry cocked his head. "You understand what?"

    "I understand what flying means to you." Terry massaged the back of his neck and
    grimaced. "It means more than playing a game. It means escape and freedom for you,
    and, well—I wouldn't want to take that away because I want to play
    Quidditch."

    Harry blinked a few times. Then he said, "That's very—adult of you, Terry."

    Terry sighed. "Well, that and Davies is telling me I can't play on the team for at
    least a year," he admitted. "And maybe by then they'll have found someone they like
    better as a Chaser anyway. Can we be friends again? I've been bored."

    "Sure," said Harry, with a little shrug.

    Terry smiled and filled the rest of the journey and their packing with chattering
    about writing to Harry during the summer. He no longer urged Harry to visit him or
    wanted to visit Harry, and that was all right with Harry. He didn't think he and
    Terry would be close friends the way they'd been before. Harry had disappointed Terry
    by not being enough like the ideal friend interested in Quidditch.

    But if he had friends in other places, that was all right. After all, Harry had
    Neville, and Cross, and Yar. And he would probably make some more friends before he
    finished his plans.

    And he had his new plans, which were more than enough to occupy his mind by
    themselves.

    Not so much that he missed Neville as they were heading for the train, though.
    Harry nodded absently to something Terry had said and then muttered, "I need to talk
    to Neville. Wait a bit."

    "They're saying—he might have killed Diggory," Terry muttered, looking uneasily at
    Neville.

    Harry turned around and blinked. Then he said, "Neville? Who can't even
    get most Charms right? Who melts his cauldron half the time? He's more of a danger to
    himself than anything else." Then Harry thought about it, and added, "Well, I suppose
    he can be a terror to weeds when he helps Professor Sprout in the greenhouses."

    Terry looked startled, and then laughed and relaxed. "Right. Okay, I'll get us a
    compartment."

    Harry watched him hurry on ahead for a second, then he turned and went towards
    Neville.

    Neville had the grey kitten balanced on his shoulder. He smiled at Harry and said,
    "Thank you for Dapple."

    Harry nodded. "Sure. Has he been keeping you safe?"

    "Well, he hisses at people who talk about me killing Cedric," said Neville, and
    appeared as though he was happy and depressed about it at the same time. "And they at
    least shut up and go somewhere else to talk about it. I don't know what else could
    hurt me right now, anyway." He hesitated. "Except Voldemort. Harry, I know
    you believe me. And so does Professor Dumbledore, and so do Ron and Hermione. But
    it's pretty lonely otherwise."

    Harry lightly touched his elbow. "I know. Write to me this summer if you want. I
    think my relatives are a little more reasonable about owls now." Or they would be as
    soon as Harry had talked to them and explained what would happen if they weren't.

    "Thanks, Harry." Neville gripped his arm hard enough that Harry had bruises later,
    and then hurried to catch up with Granger and Weasley. Harry waved once to him and
    touched the top of his trunk once.

    He was sure he had the right Transfiguration books now, including the ones that
    had the spells Professor McGonagall would frown over. But what she didn't know
    wouldn't hurt her, any more than her not knowing he had animal companions made from
    Transfiguration would.

    Harry glanced up once. Yar had been absent, hunting, for most of the past few
    days. But then, she had her own ways of following the Hogwarts Express.

    

    Albus sat in his office with his eyes half-closed and his mind focused on the
    Tracking Charm on the Transfigured eagle's leg. The eagle had left Hogwarts grounds
    abruptly that morning, which Albus had at first linked to Macnair's arrest and the
    disappearance of the Azkaban escapees. No doubt its master needed it helping
    elsewhere, instead of staying here to make reports as the school year ceased.

    But now he knew it was moving south at a steady pace, drawing near to London.
    Death Eaters would be unlikely to hide there, among the Muggle population they
    despised, even if the size of the city would make it difficult for the Ministry to
    search. And there were some Muggleborn Aurors who fit in better than the
    others and would respond alertly to mentions of people in robes and waving sticks
    around.

    No, Albus feared now that the eagle was tracking Neville. He only hoped that the
    Apparition Neville would go through the minute his grandmother reached him would
    somewhat confuse and stall the eagle.

    Albus would maintain the Tracking Charm for a few days. He always had much to do
    at this time of year anyway, as he made sure that all exam results were properly
    recorded and caught up on the summer destinations of his professors. And he had more
    to do this summer than usual, including rousing the old crowd and finding a suitable
    place for a headquarters. It was possible Augusta Longbottom had a few unused
    Longbottom properties held in trust for her grandson that she might let him make
    Unplottable or put under the Fidelius Charm.

    But then, Albus intended to go and investigate the eagle's strange behavior.

    

    The Dursleys were even more subdued this summer than usual. Harry was sure that
    had something to do with the way Yar's shadow had swept across them when
    they stood by the car with Vernon shakily threatening Harry.

    Dudley spent a lot of time outside with his friends, and sometimes Harry, on his
    way to the library or the shops he now patronized freely with some Gringotts money
    converted into Muggle money, would hear Piers asking why Dudley kept looking up at
    the sky.

    Harry took out books on birds, still, and books on all sorts of other animals. If
    he was serious about pursuing the Animagus transformation, then he should have a good
    idea of the capabilities of other forms.

    But he spent more time with what he was coming to think of as the poorly-collated
    Transfiguration books. Not that they were badly-written, but the people who were in
    charge of moving books to the Restricted Section had somehow missed these.

    Harry wondered if it was because everyone panicked about the Dark Arts, and no one
    seemed to think much about Charms and Transfiguration. Or maybe they assumed that no
    one was good enough at Transfiguration to use it in battle unless they'd spent years
    and years studying, so it was all right to leave these books out for students.

    In the end, wondering about those reasons was only an amusing exercise for an
    afternoon. Harry could only cheer on whoever had thought students should have access
    to these books.

    Transfiguration as he had learned it was divided into several kinds, but there
    were two large category names that Professor McGonagall had started using more in
    their second year, as they got used to the theory. "Cross-class" Transfigurations
    were turning an animal into an object, or an object into a human being, or a human
    being into an animal, and so on. "Inner-class" Transfigurations were the sort that
    shaped an object into another object, an animal into another animal.

    These books were about the Transfigurations that slipped between the cracks, the
    Transfigurations that didn't have a definite end goal in mind. Instead of turning a
    person into another person or an animal or even an object, there were
    Transfigurations that changed the shape of a person's body.

    And that could apparently cause agonizing pain.

    The books were stingy with incantations. That was all right. Harry understood why,
    and he also knew he was good enough to come up with incantations of his own if he had
    to. He read on, pausing now and then only to make notes. Most of the books he
    expected to read more than once, so he could store the information up in his
    memory.

    He did get one totally unexpected letter, towards the end of the first week.

    

    Albus stood, Disillusioned, in the middle of the Muggle street, and turned his
    head back and forth. This was the center of the eagle's activity, but he couldn't see
    anything incriminating here. No traces of magic, certainly, other than his own
    Tracking Charm and the eagle itself. No indication that a wizard had been hiding here
    and sending the eagle on information-gathering raids or creating new creatures to
    serve him.

    In fact, Albus was growing more and more puzzled as to what would bring a
    Transfiguration master here at all. The area was one of the most thoroughly
    Muggle ones he had ever encountered. The neighbors seemed content to spy on
    one another, gossip, garden, and brag about the accomplishments of their children.
    Albus had a much better opinion of Muggles than the general run of wizards, he knew,
    but these were the kind that might cause him to grow impatient.

    A brilliant Death Eater might well have picked this place for just that reason, as
    a disguise. But the more Albus searched his memory for Death Eaters who would fit
    both "brilliant" and "comfortable in this sort of Muggle area without torturing
    people," the less he found.

    As well, that Death Eater would have to be a Transfiguration master. Albus had
    made it a point of pride to know the specialties of all Voldemort's Inner Circle, the
    ones he was most likely to face on a battlefield. Only two had specialized in
    Transfiguration, and one had died in the first war and one in Azkaban three years
    ago.

    Of course, that didn't lessen the possibility that Tom might have drawn in some
    new, young recruit. But Albus had heard nothing of any wizard skilled in
    Transfiguration suddenly resigning from his job or disappearing, either—and that was
    the sort of thing that would have drawn his attention.

    That made the most likely choice a foreign wizard who had kept a low profile as he
    entered Britain, or simply never made contact with the Ministry at all.

    Albus sighed and looked towards the cloud that the Transfigured eagle had
    disappeared into. I did not want to have to fight a war on two fronts so early
    into Tom's plans.

    But he had long ago accepted that the world did not order itself to his
    specifications. Albus drew his cloak around himself, set one more spell that would
    ring an alarm in his office if the eagle flew more than a hundred miles from the
    current locations it circled, and Apparated.

    It was time to wake the old crowd again.

    

    The letter was large and delivered by a barn owl Harry didn't know; he'd come to
    recognize both Terry's and Neville's owls. It looked slightly ragged, as if it had
    flown a long way. Harry let it drink from Cross's water dish—a move that made Cross
    ruffle his back up and spit—and gave it a piece of bacon left over from breakfast as
    he opened the letter.

    Dear Harry,

    I know that you might not ever want to hear from me again, and I can't blame
    you. But I'm going to come back to Britain for a while this summer on a mission for
    Albus, and I thought I would contact you.

    If there's anything I can tell you about your parents, any way I can make up
    for what happened, please let me know. Our last conversation was—cut short. I'd like
    to continue it in a way favorable to you.

    Remus Lupin.

    Harry spent a moment tapping the letter against his bed, absorbed. Then he nodded
    and sat up to write back, while the owl watched him gloomily from its perch on his
    headboard.

    Dear Professor Lupin,

    There's something I've been researching since our last conversation. But the
    Hogwarts library doesn't have that many books on it, and of course Muggle libraries
    don't have anything at all. I'd like to meet you in Diagon Alley and talk to you
    about it.

    Can we meet on Tuesday, at noon?

    Best,

    Harry Potter.

    Harry cast a glance at the owl and laid the letter aside. Unlike some wizards, he
    didn't believe in working birds until they dropped. Let the owl sleep for a while,
    and it would carry his letter with a better will, anyway. And it didn't need to get
    to Lupin in the next hour, or even the next day. It was only Thursday now.

    Harry would go to the meeting, yes. And he would speak with wide eyes of how much
    suddenly being attacked by a werewolf had scared him, and how he wanted to hear more
    about his parents, and how lonely he had been surrounded by people who didn't know or
    understand that much about his parents. By the end of his performance, Harry expected
    to have Lupin lapping out of his hand.

    Guilt was the center of Lupin's life the way fear of magic was the center of
    Vernon and Petunia's. Well, Harry would use that guilt as a lever.

    He had some questions to ask about werewolves.

    

    Minerva straightened her spine. This was the first report Albus had asked her to
    give to the revived Order of the Phoenix, and she feared she would disappoint him.
    But he had asked her to look at all the lists of students who had left Hogwarts for
    someone who could have produced this eagle and joined You-Know-Who. And she
    had faithfully been through them, including revising her own notes from past years
    about who had done particularly well on their essays and practical work and who had
    kept making the same mistakes.

    "I found nothing," she said. "No sign of a Transfiguration prodigy who could have
    joined You-Know-Who, and especially not within the last few years."

    Albus was opening his mouth; Minerva held up her hand, and he subsided. "I did
    contact the ones I could find addresses for, Albus," she said wearily. "Most of them
    still live in Britain and responded in a friendly enough way. None of them have
    arrest records. I also looked through back editions of the Daily Prophet to
    be sure. Most are married and have children, which would make it more difficult to
    slip away and live a secret life. None live in Muggle areas like the one you
    described."

    In fact, Minerva thought that the Muggle township, which Albus hadn't told her the
    name of—he might not know—but had described as "intensely Muggle," was even less
    likely to host a Transfiguration expert than most other kinds of specialized wizard.
    Transfiguration attuned one to the magic and company of living things, and to the
    Wild if one followed the old theories. You wouldn't find it among Muggles only, and
    especially not in a place with no visible animals and few trees.

    "Perhaps it is someone from outside Britain, then," Albus said in a musing voice,
    and faced Alastor. "Do you think you could use some of your contacts among the French
    Aurors to ask questions?"

    Minerva looked in a troubled way at Alastor. He had barely recovered from spending
    almost a year locked in a trunk. She didn't think it was right to ask him to come to
    this Order meeting, let alone come up with strategies for fighting You-Know-Who.

    But Alastor nodded a little and gave a fierce grin, as if to say that he couldn't
    wait for this. "There are a few who have reasons to remember me. I'll soon get hold
    of 'em."

    Minerva shuddered as she considered what that could mean, but Albus didn't appear
    to have any doubts. He gave Alastor a relieved smile and turned away to consider the
    other end of the table. "You have anything to report, Severus?"

    "No."

    Minerva hid a shudder of another kind. Severus had the greatest burden to bear
    since You-Know-Who had returned, and she had tried to be understanding. But Severus
    did nothing except stare at people from beneath his eyebrows and strike at their
    weakest points with his insults, the way he normally did only to students he didn't
    like.

    "The Mark has not darkened," Severus elaborated, when Albus's chiding glance
    remained on him. "The Dark Lord has not yet summoned me to him. He may suspect I am a
    traitor, although since Longbottom said nothing useful about that night when
    the Dark Lord returned—"

    "I entered Neville's mind and saw his memories myself," Albus interrupted firmly.
    "Voldemort did not mention you."

    Severus flinched and stared down at his curled hands. Minerva was glad when Albus
    moved on to other topics. And even gladder when he reassured them that Augusta
    Longbottom had agreed to let them use a hidden house, Thornglade, for the Order's
    headquarters. They could meet in Hogwarts only for the summer, and even the largest
    rooms gave a sense of stifling density, the Order had grown so.

    Severus lingered by the doorway when the meeting was over. Minerva had assumed he
    had some private report to make to Albus, but he turned and fixed her with a gimlet
    stare when she tried to pass him.

    "Yes, Severus?" she asked, pausing.

    "This grown Transfiguration student Albus is so eager to find," Severus began, and
    Minerva concealed a sigh. Did he think she was hiding something she would tell
    him?

    "I don't know who it is. I would have no reason to hide such information from the
    Order—"

    "I know that." Severus leaned towards her and lowered his voice. Albus was talking
    to Alastor at the other end of the room, and Minerva didn't think either one of them
    would hear. "But you might overlook something without knowing it. What do you think
    of Potter as the identity of our mysterious genius?"

    Minerva was so used to thinking of him as "Harry" that her mind skipped
    automatically to James, and she opened her mouth to laugh. But then she realized who
    Severus meant, and bristled. "That is giving him more credit than you ever wished to
    in the classroom, Severus."

    Severus flushed, an unattractive look on his sallow face. "You said that he was
    some sort of prodigy in his first year."

    Minerva shook her head. "He has a gift for Transfiguration, but what he can do has
    slowed down considerably. I've seen it before. A child has a gift for the beginning
    work of the first one or two years, and then it mellows and slows down when they
    enter their later years. Harry is still a good student, but in step with his
    classmates."

    Severus stared at her. Minerva blinked back at him. She knew well enough that
    Severus was a Legilimens, but in this case, if he was entering her mind, he
    would find nothing except what she had already said was true. He ought to figure that
    out soon.

    Severus turned away with an impatient curse. "There is something strange about the
    Potter boy," he said over his shoulder as he moved away.

    And that is the result of secrets you do not deserve. Minerva sighed as
    she remembered the Transfigured kitten Harry had gifted Neville with. Maybe she ought
    to have told Albus about that, but there was a difference between such a gift and the
    eagle Albus was talking about, who seemed to migrate back and forth in response to
    some mysterious purpose. Besides, Albus had seen the kitten, since he'd spent time
    with Neville before the students left school. If the same person had made the eagle
    and the kitten, he would have known about it by studying the kitten's aura.

    I only hope that Harry keeps his promise not to dabble in creating more
    animals, Minerva thought as she went back to her office. She had plans to create
    for classes, and she might as well get something besides the Order meeting out of
    this visit to Hogwarts.

    Then again, I think he only managed to create the kitten for Neville because
    he felt so sorry for him. Harry needs emotion and the Wild to power his magic. What
    emotion could make him create that eagle and send it roaming around?

    And why would he need to spy on the secrets of Hogwarts? He's already here all
    year and can see them then.

    

    "Thank you for coming, Harry."

    Lupin's eyes were so wide and guileless. Harry had to hold back a chuckle as he
    nodded and slid into the seat across from Lupin. They were at Fortescue's, and there
    was more than enough of a crowd around them to distract attention. Even if they were
    notorious, which Harry didn't think was the case. Most people wouldn't be looking for
    a werewolf they assumed was lone gone from Britain.

    As for Harry himself, no one would be looking at him, either. More than
    ever, Harry was glad that he didn't have Neville's level of fame. It would be hell to
    live with.

    "What do you want to learn?"

    Harry leaned across his bowl of chocolate ice cream and spoke softly. No one was
    paying attention right now, true, but it was still possible someone might
    start listening in. "I want to know what your transformation is like."

    Lupin leaned away from him in the chair. Harry's nose twitched. He had started
    adding a few modifications there, although he'd only managed to make it a little more
    sensitive before the summer brought the end of his wand magic. But he thought he
    smelled fear.

    "Why would you want to know that?" Lupin whispered. "Have you been bitten?"

    Harry shook his head. "I think you would have known the minute I came in, if I
    was," he said, and Lupin nodded reluctantly. Apparently he didn't want to confirm
    anything about his condition for Harry. Harry held back another chuckle. "No, I want
    to know because I'm interested in animals and Transfiguration, and I want to know how
    lycanthropy relates to that."

    Lupin looked at him blankly. "They're nothing alike."

    "Transfiguration can reshape the human body. The werewolf transformation does the
    same thing. Do you think they're unrelated?"

    Lupin frowned and spent a moment raking his fingers through his hair. "I suppose I
    didn't think about it. I mean, sometimes James talked about Transfiguration theory,
    but—"

    Raw grief choked his voice for a second. Harry watched him and allowed him that.
    The more distracted he was, the easier he would be to manipulate.

    Lupin sighed and looked up. "I suppose you've read the standard descriptions?"

    "Yes. But I also know how biased the standard books are, so I don't know how much
    useful I'd be able to get from them."

    Lupin gave him a tentative smile. Harry reckoned that even hearing Harry talk
    about how biased those descriptions were gave Lupin hope, because it put Harry more
    firmly on his side. "Well, I'll tell you, then."

    He drew his wand and created a small illusion on the table between them. Harry
    studied it attentively. It was a naked human, a standardized figure without sex. He
    had sometimes seen such illustrations in textbooks.

    "The change begins in the head," Lupin said, "and ripples back towards the
    tail—well, tailbone." He gestured once with his wand, and the human's skull seemed to
    rise up and fracture. Leaning forwards, Harry could see how the nose was getting
    longer, how the hands extended, how there was a different kind of space for the
    eyes.

    Lupin was good at illusion work like this. Harry felt a smile pull at his mouth
    when that thought crossed his mind, though. Of course he would know how to show it,
    having lived through this change each month for years, from the inside.

    "There, you see," Lupin murmured, as they watched the illusion drop to its knees
    and then the knees turn into part of the hind legs. Harry nodded as he watched the
    head continue to grow longer, and the body grow shorter at the same time. The shapes
    writhed and passed through some of the more grotesque contortions he'd ever seen
    until there was a wolf there instead of a human being.

    Like the wolf that stalked me in Lupin's room, Harry thought, but he
    wasn't afraid. They were a week off the full moon, and Lupin couldn't be much sorrier
    than if he'd tried to abuse Harry like the Dursleys did.

    "That's the way it is." Lupin sighed deeply and banished the illusion just as it
    grew a tail. "I can't tell you why it happens that way, but it does start
    with the front of the body and work its way back. Always. If you stumble across any
    information on why, it might tell you more."

    "What you've told me is helpful, thank you," Harry said absently. His mind was
    full of visions, most of them centered on the picture of the Lestranges he'd seen in
    the old Daily Prophet.

    He was going to practice, and he was going to find the incantations that would
    work to create the images he had seen in his mind. Images that would make the
    Lestranges suffer for what they had done. Images that Lupin and others would probably
    be horrified to know he was bringing to life.

    Harry did feel a twinge when he thought of Professor McGonagall and Neville, but
    he shrugged it away. They never had to know.

    I do want to have some people to practice on, and they're the best
    candidates.

    

    Using a wand during the summer was right out unless he wanted someone to arrest
    him for struggling against the restrictions on underage magic, of course. But Harry
    found he didn't immediately need one. He pictured the results he wanted, found the
    Latin words that would fit them, and began practicing with the movements of his hands
    and his mouth, Word and Will only, at most of the hours of the day when he lay up in
    his bedroom.

    "Forma." He started with that, the Latin word for "shape," and varied it
    with plurals and cases and prepositions until he had to start a list to keep track of
    the ones he hadn't used. But nothing seemed right. The movement of his hand could
    cause emotions to rise up in him, the will was there to make the Lestranges suffer,
    but he didn't feel anything of the cool, impulsive Wild. The spell wouldn't be right
    until he did.

    He moved on to Latin words for specific body parts. Maybe he was being too
    ambitious. He probably couldn't change someone all at once, like the werewolf
    transformation did. He would have to change their head, or their arms, or their
    hands.

    None of those were right, either. None of those fit the incantations the books
    were hiding from him. Harry was sure.

    Frustrated, he was lying on his bed one evening, at the end of an afternoon
    training Yar in a park he'd walked a couple miles to find. On the floor lay a pillow,
    which was what Harry gestured at to practice his "spells." In front of him was one of
    those books that talked solemnly about Transfiguration between the gaps being
    possible, but didn't tell him how to do it.

    Harry opened a Latin dictionary and scanned through it again. He already had small
    pencil marks by most of the words, emphasizing how he'd tried them and failed.

    Harry rolled over and let loose a little growl of frustration that scared some of
    his mice into running under the bed. There had to be something that would do
    what he wanted! Otherwise, the books wouldn't make a point of mentioning that there
    were incantations that could accomplish it, and then refusing to name those
    incantations.

    He flipped moodily through the dictionary once more, about to put it away and go
    back to studying some of the Muggle medical books. Then he got to the I section,
    which he hadn't spent much time with since not that many body parts started with I in
    Latin, and paused.

    There was a word. It leaped off the page at him like a thrown stone, and Harry was
    an expert on thrown stones after years of being tormented with them by Dudley's gang.
    He smiled, and knew from the way his mouth creased that it was an interesting smile,
    the kind he usually tried to keep from people.

    He rolled back towards the pillow and held up his hand. The sweeping motion that
    started most Transfigurations was second nature by now, and so was envisioning a wand
    at the end of his fingers. "Informis!" he shouted, a word for
    "shapeless."

    And the Wild was there, moving around him, kissing the side of his cheek like a
    dog's wagging tail. Harry felt it coil around him and tug his arm, and honestly, that
    would have been enough for him, that ability to feel what the spell would be
    once he had his wand back in his hand.

    But it went further than that. It twisted out, around the imagined wand, and it
    leaped and came down like a stomping foot.

    The pillow twisted into a tortured comma shape.

    Harry stared at it and felt a sharp prickle pass along his arm and spine and
    cheek, almost like the wave of magic going in reverse.

    He had done wandless magic.

    He had done wandless Transfiguration.

    He could practice outside school now, and no one would be able to catch him. He
    might even be able to make modifications to his body, with enough passion and
    practice and pausing to sense the Wild.

    And he could find ways to punish his enemies.

    Harry closed his eyes and fell back on the bed in his intense joy. Cross came
    creeping out from behind the pillow and curled up next to him, purring.

    Harry stroked him, and smiled.

    This is the only disadvantage of keeping things to myself. I really wish I
    could tell somebody.

    But he shook the odd mood off, and went feverishly back to the books. He had an
    incantation. Time to study, anew, what results he might be able to cause with it.
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    Chapter Eighteen—Honed

    Harry stepped off the train and smiled a little when he saw Terry waving to him
    from near the carriages. He'd actually sat with Neville, Weasley, and Granger on the
    journey to Hogwarts, since Neville hadn't wanted to leave them and had dozens of
    questions to ask Harry. Harry found it surprisingly easy to discuss Transfiguration
    theory with Granger without her guessing what he wanted it for. So it had been
    enjoyable enough.

    But Neville turned pale and jumped, and Harry glanced at him in concern. Neville
    pointed. "Do you see them?" he whispered.

    "What?" Weasley was scanning the area with his wand out. Harry approved. If he
    supported Neville like this all the time, it would help Neville survive the war.

    "The th-things pulling the carriage." Neville pointed at what Harry thought was
    empty space. "Look! Don't you see them?"

    Harry looked in interest at the empty shafts of the carriages. He had never
    wondered what pulled them, but then again, he hadn't thought to. There was so much
    magic at Hogwarts that it had seemed like the simplest explanation.

    Now he wanted to chide himself. Of course things weren't as simple as that. He had
    to learn to look more beneath the surface.

    "They're called thestrals," said Terry suddenly behind him. Harry jumped, and
    heard Cross hiss in displeasure from his shoulder. "You can only see them once you've
    seen death." Harry glanced at him and saw his eyes fixed on the same spot Neville's
    were. "They—they're creatures of death. Like really thin horses with
    bat-like wings. Right, Longbottom?"

    Neville shot him an intensely grateful glance and then nodded. "I reckon I can see
    them now because I saw Cedric die," he whispered.

    Harry wondered for a second if Terry was going to bring up the rumor that Neville
    had killed Diggory himself, but he only nodded and tugged on Harry's arm. "Come on,
    Harry, let's get a carriage."

    Harry let himself be pulled. Weasley and Granger seemed happy now that they knew
    Neville wasn't crazy, and he had something he wanted to ask Terry.

    "So who did you see die?" he asked, when they were settled in that particular
    carriage alone and rolling towards the castle. Harry concentrated as hard as he
    could, trying to hear hoofbeats, but there was nothing.

    Terry jumped. Then he scowled at him. "Merlin, Harry. That's not the sort of
    question you ask in polite company."

    Harry smiled. He liked this Terry, who sometimes told him off and had written
    angry letters to him a few times during the summer, better than the one who was
    always concerned about him. Harry really didn't need the concern, but sometimes anger
    was beneficial. "Sorry. I just wondered…."

    Terry frowned out the window for a second, then said, "Oh, hell," like he enjoyed
    the fact that there were no prefects or professors around to correct his language.
    "It was a long time ago. And nothing like the way Cedric died. My great-grandmother
    had this idea that everyone should be there when she went. So we all go summoned to
    her bedside and had to stay there for two days while she demanded Death show up for
    her."

    Harry nodded slowly. He had never seen a human die, but he supposed that was the
    best way to see it if you had to.

    "Do you wish you could see thestrals?"

    Harry blinked and looked up. "No. Why? I mean, they sound interesting, but it's
    the sort of thing I could find out from a book, and from you."

    He tried to smile, to make Terry smile with him, but Terry's smile was a little
    shadowed. "Because I think that's one of the strange things about you. That you don't
    mind death. I mean, I saw you flying with your eagle, and you must have seen her kill
    a lot."

    "Yes, but there's a difference between the way animals kill and the way humans do
    it. The way animals kill to keep from starving is different from the way humans kill
    because they want to see something die."

    Terry jerked a little. "Well, but if a Nundu was charging at you and you could
    kill it to save yourself, then wouldn't you do it?"

    "I don't know much of anyone who could kill a Nundu," Harry observed, but Terry
    scowled at him, and Harry smiled dutifully back before he thought about it. "Yes, all
    right. I would do that. But if you're going to kill an insect just because it's
    there, or a rat because it bothers you, is that thoughtful and defensive?"

    "No," Terry muttered.

    Harry nodded. "I don't really want to see people die." I want to see them
    suffer. "I just thought thestrals were interesting, and I never heard of them
    before. I assumed the carriages moved by a different kind of magic. I shouldn't have
    assumed that. I should never assume anything, the way I shouldn't have thought it was
    okay to ask you that question about who you'd seen die."

    Terry was looking at him oddly. Of course, that wasn't a new experience.
    Again Harry looked calmly back, and Terry sighed and rubbed his temples. "All right.
    As long as you don't want to see someone die to see the thestrals…"

    "No. I'm not weird in that particular way."

    Terry laughed dutifully, and by the time they reached Hogwarts, they were talking
    of other things. But Harry did look thoughtfully at the empty air between the
    carriage shafts as they got out again, and wondered if he could get Hagrid to tell
    him about thestrals.

    

    "Hem-hem."

    Harry looked straight at the new Defense Against the Dark Arts professor. Dolores
    Umbridge, that was her name. She wore pink constantly, and a sweet smile that Harry
    knew and felt comfortable around because it was familiar from Aunt Petunia's face.
    She despised him and people like him, and that meant Harry could do anything he liked
    to trick and outwit her.

    "Mr. Potter," she cooed, and bent down next to him, as if she would whisper
    secrets. But she didn't lower her voice, so everyone else in the class could still
    hear. "I noticed you are close to Mr. Longbottom. The one who spreads so
    many lies about You-Know-Who having returned from the dead."

    "You really noticed, professor?" Harry looked back at her with wide eyes, and had
    the feeling that she would have liked to read his mind. That was different from the
    feeling he had with Snape, which was that the man was reading his mind.

    Umbridge gurgled a little and patted his hand. "I try to notice such things about
    all my students, dear," she said. "And I think you should keep your distance
    from him. He's a liar." For a second, her hand tightened on his, and Harry looked
    down and watched the marks appear on his fingers. "And crazy. You wouldn't wish that
    mental imbalance to pass on to you, would you?"

    Harry looked straight at her again. She kept smiling, but the smile faded a little
    when Harry didn't back down.

    Harry knew what Neville would probably say. He was telling even Weasley and
    Granger to stay away from him, that it was too dangerous and he contaminated
    everything he touched. But Harry didn't care about his marks in Defense the way
    Granger did, or what people thought of him for being friends with Neville.

    "I wouldn't wish to get a mental imbalance from anyone," he said.

    "Good. Hem." Umbridge started to straighten up.

    Harry looked at her hand.

    It took a moment, but she flushed pink as sunset. Then she stood there looking at
    him for a second, because he hadn't said anything aloud. Harry thought she didn't
    really know how to take points for cheek.

    In the end, though, she gave him a detention and sailed back up to the front of
    the classroom with a tight frown on her face. Harry went back to reading Slinkhard's
    book, which was boring, basic information that he replaced in his head with Latin
    incantations.

    "Did you have to do that, Harry?" Anthony whispered behind him. "We didn't have
    any Ravenclaws with detention with her before."

    "She gives fierce detentions," mumbled Michael, who normally never talked
    in class.

    Umbridge turned around, and she had a constipated expression on her face. Harry
    supposed it frightened the others, though, because they did shut up. Harry thought
    about the marks he had seen on Neville's hand, the ones he had covered up and lied
    unconvincingly about to his other friends.

    Well. Only part of it was deliberate, but that works out well enough. I've
    been meaning to talk to her about this.

    

    "You will write lines," Umbridge said, and held up a quill. When Harry looked at
    it, he could sense the waver of the Wild around it.

    Ah. The end of the quill had a sharp tip, as expected, but it also was
    alive. Harry could sense the will in it, struggling fiercely, wanting to get
    out and cheer up skin.

    "With this quill," Umbridge went on, probably unaware that he had spent any time
    looking at the quill—she didn't seem to notice much of what went on around her, or
    she would have realized Neville never could have murdered Diggory—and held it out to
    him.

    Harry took the quill and studied it some more. The circle of the Wild was right
    around the tip, and nowhere else. He wondered if this was another one of those
    Transfigurations that fell in between classes. It had certainly changed the quill
    into something not an object and not an animal, although with attributes of both.

    "Get on with writing your lines!" Umbridge's voice was a squeal, as if she had
    already said that several times, although Harry was sure she hadn't.

    He looked up mildly, and she recoiled in front of him. Harry shrugged to himself.
    He had that effect on some people, and he wished he knew why. Well, it was obvious
    with someone like Malfoy, who had reason to be wary of him, but other times Harry
    thought he looked at people with a normal expression and they were still afraid.

    "Yes, Professor," Harry said, and sat down at the desk waiting in front of
    Umbridge's, which had a piece of parchment already on it. "What am I to write?"

    "'I will respect my superiors.'"

    Umbridge was grinning proudly, as if she had come up with the words all by
    herself. Since Harry doubted that, he only watched her blandly back, until she
    scowled and waved at the parchment.

    Harry lowered the quill against the parchment, more curious than ever. If the
    quill didn't have skin beneath it to bite, then how was it going to work?

    Then he saw. The swirl of Wild around the quill's tip reached out and intersected
    with the aura of life around his own body, an aspect of the Wild he barely bothered
    to pay attention to most of the time. Since he knew exactly what he wanted to
    Transfigure his own body into, he didn't have to fight past the Wild of another being
    or create it as he did if he was changing an object into an animal.

    When he moved the quill, the little link between its Wild and his scratched the
    words into the back of his hand. Lines of blood appeared on the back of his hand at
    the same moment as lines of ink appeared on the parchment. Harry nodded. The skill
    behind the Transfiguration of the quill was masterly, and the pain less than the kind
    he had suffered when growing his claws.

    "Do you know who made these quills, Professor?" he asked absently, as he felt the
    blood flow and the quill dig deeper into the Wild of his aura. If used often enough,
    the lines would scar over. Harry had no intention of letting that happen. But it was
    clever.

    Umbridge didn't say anything. Harry looked up. She was cringing behind her desk,
    eyes shifting back and forth between his hand and the quill.

    "Is something wrong, Professor?" Harry asked. He wondered if she had expected
    screams. Still, it seemed silly to be more disturbed by the lack of screams
    than their existence.

    "The Blood Quill should have hurt you," she whispered.

    "Oh, it does," Harry said, as he wrote another line and the cuts on his hand
    opened a little more. "But some things are more important than pain." He reached the
    end of five lines and stood up. After all, she had never told him how many he had to
    write.

    Umbridge continued to cower as he marched up to the desk. "For example," Harry
    added, his voice lowering, "what will happen if someone were to hint to Professor
    Snape that you were using quills like this on his Slytherins."

    "I haven't!" Umbridge breathed, eyes wide. "No Slytherins have received detention
    with me!"

    Of course they haven't, Harry thought. Sly enough to keep their heads
    down in her class, and anyway, they have a vested interest in pretending Lord Dudders
    hasn't returned. "Well," he said, "shall we correct that to the future tense?
    What might happen if you were to use these quills on his Slytherins in a
    detention?"

    "I won't! I won't!" Umbridge tried to sit up and twist her mouth into a sickly
    smile. "Do you want immunity for your fellow Ravenclaws, too? I wouldn't mind giving
    that to you. It's the Gryffindors who cause all the trouble, anyway…"

    Harry smiled at her. "I want the quills."

    "What?" Umbridge's hand strayed towards a drawer of her desk, even as she tried to
    open her eyes and burble innocently. "But that's the only one! The one I keep for…"
    She swallowed back the words that were forming on her lips, maybe because she'd got a
    good luck at Harry's eyes.

    "We both know that's not true," Harry said softly. "Give me the others."

    "Or what?" Umbridge seemed to be recovering some confidence, maybe because he
    hadn't attacked her yet. "You're only a student! You can't challenge a
    professor!"

    Harry smiled, and looked at the rows of china decorations hanging on her walls,
    most of which had yawning or squirming kittens on them. A few of the cats hissed at
    him. But when he held up his wand and spoke the soft incantation, "Commuto
    catillum felim," the hostile noises stopped, and the mad-eyed grey cat that
    leaped from the plate onto Umbridge's desk hissed at her instead. She gasped
    and pulled her hand back, eyes darting from him to the cat.

    Harry nodded. "Imagine how many cats could come awake in the middle of the night
    and creep up on you," he whispered. "Imagine how soft a cat's paws are. Well, no, I
    don't think you have to imagine, I think you know. You won't hear them
    coming…"

    "Take them, take them!" Umbridge was almost shrieking as she pulled the drawer
    open and tumbled twenty or twenty-five quills onto the desk. "Take them all!"

    "Thank you," Harry said, and smiled at her as he picked them up. All of them
    squirmed and snapped with their little individual bits of the Wild, and tried to bite
    at him. Harry conjured a bag, one of the Charms he was good at, and slipped
    them inside it. "And no one needs to say anything, do they? Or go anywhere." He
    stroked the back of the cat that stood on Umbridge's desk staring at her.

    "No, no," Umbridge said, and stared at the cat with a dread that Harry enjoyed. It
    was the kind of dread she had wanted to inflict on other people, and it was very
    fair for it to be turned back on her instead. "Of course not."

    "Good." Harry smiled and Transfigured the cat back into a china plate. It fell on
    the desk with a clatter that made Umbridge clap her hands across her mouth, as if she
    thought he would change his mind if she made the slightest sound. Harry nodded in
    approval to her and slipped out of her office. The quills clattered together in the
    bag. Harry cast a Silencing Charm on them and slipped the bag into his pocket.

    He felt good enough to go down to the dungeon workroom. He wished he could have
    gone flying with Yar, but it was dark and she would be roosting high in the branches
    of a tree. He hummed to himself as he walked.

    This year was already going better than he'd thought it would.

    

    "I think I am going to have to do a spell of unbinding."

    Minerva tilted her head back to watch the eagle Albus was so concerned about
    circling overhead. She made no answer. For a Transfigured creature brought to life
    out of objects, which would simply return to those objects, one shouldn't be sad.
    Their lives were always gifts, not ones that were brought into the world through the
    act of creation. They weren't going to be harmed by it any more than conjured objects
    were hurt if they were banished.

    But that was the modern, new-fashioned view. The old-fashioned one, the one that
    spoke of the Wild as an aura of life, whispered that it was wrong to hurt any
    creature through unbinding them into their components.

    "What is the eagle supposed to have done?" she managed to ask with
    difficulty as Albus aimed his wand.

    "It left Hogwarts and wandered about Surrey, and then returned to Hogwarts," Albus
    replied, looking at her.

    "Surrey? I don't understand." But Minerva felt a prickling rush of understanding
    up her back, thinking of Severus's suspicions, and of her own when Harry had brought
    the kitten he'd Transfigured for Neville to the hospital wing.

    Still…

    How could Harry have made this creature when he doesn't do that well in class
    anymore? How could he have kept it secret? And why an eagle? The kitten was to answer
    an immediate need for companionship, but an eagle is not a companion in the same
    way.

    "Augusta told me that the Longbottoms used to own some property there, not far
    from the Muggle town where I found the bird," said Albus, with a grim nod overhead.
    "There's a possibility that the Death Eater who made this eagle thought they still
    owned it, and he would find Neville there."

    "But the eagle stayed all summer?" Minerva argued. She knew she sounded weak. Most
    of her attention was absorbed by the turmoil in her head.

    I should tell him. If Harry can do that sort of Transfiguration, and he's
    doing it on his own and not thinking of the consequences, he needs to be guided. And
    Albus has gifts Harry could learn from.

    It's also illegal to do things like that unless you're in class or
    under an apprenticeship. Albus might not want to teach Harry. He might want him
    sanctioned and away from the school. If he thinks that Harry is a dangerous influence
    on Neville…

    And what would Harry do if he was expelled from Hogwarts? Would he turn Dark?
    Would he turn against Albus? Would he even join the other side of the war?

    Minerva had to shake her head at the last, though. Harry would never join the
    madman whose followers had tortured his parents, especially when those particular
    followers were now back with him.

    "Minerva? You know something about this?"

    That was the voice of the leader of the Order of the Phoenix, not her old friend,
    not the Headmaster, not even someone who had once been a Gryffindor with her and was
    inclined to overlook Gryffindor politics. Minerva drew in a tortured breath and
    looked at her feet. She knew Albus used his Legilimency indiscriminately, and
    she wanted to make the choice about what information to give up.

    "I don't know if I'm right about it," she admitted. "Give me the chance to
    investigate and see what I can learn."

    Albus was silent. Then he said, "I know you did that the first part of the summer,
    and you found nothing."

    Minerva lifted her head. "That was because you asked me to look among students who
    had already left the school."

    Albus's eyes widened. Finally he said, "I have never known anyone to master such
    things so young. Even I did not…I experimented, but I would never have done it
    without the consent of my master."

    Minerva nodded sharply. "But you had the luxury of an apprenticeship." They were
    rare these days, at least for Hogwarts students. Most modern wizarding parents seemed
    to have decided that their children should only learn basic spells; those who had
    rare talents either had to learn on their own or had to find masters to teach them
    outside the school.

    "There is that." Albus studied her thoughtfully, and the edge she had found
    frightening was gone from his voice. "You think you can convince him to join our
    side?"

    I never said that. Minerva had another plan in mind, one that ought to
    satisfy Albus, if not as much as Harry's recruitment to the Order of the Phoenix.

    But it would be better for Harry.

    So I've made my choice, after all. Minerva put her hands on her hips and
    looked hard at Albus. "I don't even know if it's a 'him' yet."

    "I'm sorry, my dear. I did assume." Albus smiled at her. "But whether her or him,
    seventh-year student or sixth, I do hope that you'll persuade them to see how needed
    their talents might be in the war."

    If it's who I think it is, then I'm going to have more trouble than with any
    other task I've ever taken on, Minerva thought, while she smiled and said a few
    meaningless words. Because Harry has his own agenda. And I don't think any of it
    has to do with us.

    

    Harry covered a yawn with his hand. He'd spent too much time last night studying
    the Blood Quills, and he'd barely made it back up to Ravenclaw Tower, with some
    patrolling prefects on his trail. It made things worse that Anthony was a prefect
    now, and sat around polishing his badge and talking about his ambitions to catch
    rule-breakers.

    "Harry."

    Harry looked up in astonishment. He was sitting in Professor McGonagall's
    classroom, but she wasn't here yet. And Neville was leaning in the doorway, Dapple
    balanced on his shoulder, when he should have been on the other side of the school,
    near Professor Sprout's greenhouses. If Neville was going to skive off a class, Harry
    definitely didn't think it would be Herbology.

    "What's wrong?" Harry asked quietly, coming over to him at once.

    "Hermione thinks we're not going to learn anything under Umbridge," Neville
    whispered back. "We're thinking of forming our own defense group. You know, to
    practice for our OWL's."

    Harry blinked once, and then again. "Who would teach us? Granger?" He admired
    Granger's devotion to her studies and to Neville, but he didn't think she would be a
    great teacher. She didn't have the patience, and would probably only lecture.

    "No. Me." Neville smiled at him, but the smile withered fast. "You know, because
    I've had all the advanced training."

    Harry looked carefully at him. "Is this something you want to do? Or something
    Granger put you up to doing?"

    Neville sighed and lifted a hand as though he was going to trace the lightning
    bolt scar on his forehead, then let it drop again. Come to think of it, Harry didn't
    remember seeing him ever actually touch it. "It was her idea, but I agree
    with her. And not because of OWL's," he said, and lowered his voice even further. "A
    war's coming."

    He has more reason to know that than anyone else. Harry nodded. "Well,
    let me know where the meetings will be."

    "All right."

    "Mr. Longbottom, I think you have a class now," said Professor McGonagall's brisk
    voice behind them. "With Professor Sprout, if I'm not mistaken. Go before I take
    points from Gryffindor."

    Neville squeaked and scurried, while Dapple rubbed his head continually against
    Neville's cheek. Harry looked a little sadly after him. He still didn't have that
    much self-confidence, and Harry thought someone who was going to teach a secret
    Defense group should have a lot of that.

    He'd turned to go back into the Transfiguration classroom himself when Professor
    McGonagall coughed behind him. Harry turned around. "Yes, Professor?"

    For a moment, he thought Professor McGonagall was going to tell him something
    immediately, but she only closed her mouth, sighed, and shook her head. "Into the
    classroom, please, Mr. Potter, and take your seat. I'll want to talk to you when the
    class is over."

    Harry nodded and moved to sit down. It was probably about his relatives again, he
    thought. Well, he knew what to say to that.

    He didn't know it was a conversation that would change his life. How could he have
    known that?

    

    You are a coward.

    Minerva didn't even have the will to deny her self-accusation. All the while that
    she lectured on some of the commonest questions on the Transfiguration written exam
    in the OWL's, she watched Harry, his head bent over his notes. He wrote down what she
    said, or some approximation of it. Probably better than most of the others, given
    what he wrote in his essays.

    And all the time, she now suspected, he was hiding much greater talent than she
    had thought was the case. Why not? James Potter had been supremely talented in
    Transfiguration.

    But the hiding concerned Minerva the most. Did he think she would tell him to
    stop? Report him at once to the legal authorities or recommend that he be expelled
    without listening to his reasons for hiding? He had plenty of excuses for
    distrusting other adults, but she had not thought they applied to her.

    She moved through the theory without stumbling—this was one of the classes that
    were the same every year—and then stepped aside as the rest of the students departed.
    Potter stacked his notes away neatly and stood by his seat awaiting her.

    Minerva wondered, as she walked towards him, why she had never noticed before how
    far away his eyes were. He looked as if he had a private joke of his own going on,
    and it was about someone not there, and he would go on appreciating the joke by
    himself even though no one else would ever share it with him.

    He started a little when his eyes fell on her, but he nodded and asked, "What did
    you want to talk to me about, Professor McGonagall?"

    Minerva paused. She had intended to build up it to slowly, but she wondered now if
    that was a good idea. Harry looked poised, able to deflect it.

    The way he's deflected my concerns about his relatives. And he never made
    the promise to stop Transfiguring animals last year, after Neville's kitten,
    did he? Only told me that he knew it was dangerous.

    So she attacked straight on.

    "I highly suspect the eagle the Headmaster has been tracking is yours, Mr.
    Potter," she told him. "I managed to convince him not to unbind it, because frankly
    your bird is advanced Transfiguration work and deserves better than that. But you
    do need to start practicing your skills with proper supervision." She took a
    breath that she needed deeply; she felt winded, seeing the way Harry had frozen in
    response to her accusations. "Therefore, although it's old-fashioned and will require
    a lot of paperwork from the Ministry, I am offering you an apprenticeship with me.
    It's the best, safest way. You'll receive the kind of specialized teaching you need,
    and with some…judicious words, we can convince the overly concerned that you've been
    under my tutelage all along. Which is partially true." She shook her head, and her
    wonder and her frustration broke out at once. "Why did you hide this from
    me, Harry? Why wouldn't you have come to talk to me about it? You knew I could have
    helped you with it."

    

    Because of this. Because of this.

    With how hard his heart was banging in his ears, Harry was surprised he could
    still breathe, much less stand still and listen to Professor McGonagall talk as if
    nothing was wrong. But there he stood. He wasn't even swaying yet.

    "Harry?"

    And now Professor McGonagall was bending down and staring at him with kindness in
    her eyes, and it was too much, too much.

    The eagle the Headmaster has been tracking.

    I didn't even sense him doing that. I've failed Yar.

    More than that, I've failed Mum and Dad.

    Because an apprenticeship would keep track of what he was doing. Professor
    McGonagall would never approve. She would tell Harry that he needed to pay attention
    to his schoolwork. She would say that he shouldn't try to Transfigure himself and
    make himself stronger and better and learn more about the way human bodies changed.
    She would hate his wandless Transfiguration. She would be upset when she learned the
    way he talked to Remus and other people, and if she ever learned that he had
    Obliviated Snape and Malfoy…

    Harry felt as though a dozen Muggle missiles were rushing at him all at once, and
    he had to be prepared.

    I could use a Memory Charm on her, too, Harry thought, but a second later
    he decided it was useless. She'd obviously been talking with Dumbledore about this.
    If she suddenly forgot, Harry was going to get more attention directed at
    him.

    Harry's only hope was that Professor McGonagall had come and talked to him first,
    without revealing his identity to Dumbledore. Maybe Dumbledore didn't know anything
    except that someone existed out there with the ability to Transfigure an eagle out of
    a collection of random objects.

    "Harry? Please sit down. You don't look good."

    Professor McGonagall had Transfigured a chair from something. Harry hadn't even
    seen what. He sat down hard and closed his eyes, feeling less like a wild animal, the
    way he usually felt, and more like a machine.

    He knew Professor McGonagall was kneeling down in front of him, but he didn't open
    his eyes. His mind was spinning frantically, and he only knew a few temporary
    strategies that could get him out of this.

    Then use them. Stall. You can make a long-term plan later. You've already
    stayed here too long anyway. What do you care about OWL's and NEWT's? What
    use would they be to you? You'll be living a different life after Hogwarts anyway,
    and this quest could be all your life long.

    Harry opened his eyes and smiled at Professor McGonagall as calmly as he could.
    "I'm surprised that you noticed, that's all, Professor." His voice was odd, but
    adults never noticed when his voice was odd. The chances were that no one would now,
    either.

    Professor McGonagall gave him a strange look, though. "I still want to know why
    you hid, Harry. With your talent, you could have received extra encouragement and
    tutoring long ago. Careers are open to you that aren't open to the average student
    who will take an Acceptable NEWT in Transfiguration and forget about it, or never
    qualify for the NEWT class at all. Why didn't you come to me?"

    She sounded hurt.

    Great.

    This was the problem, Harry thought, with having adults pay attention to him. They
    acted like it was strange that Harry didn't want the attention. And
    Professor McGonagall ought to know better. She knew all about the Dursleys. Why
    should Harry have trusted anyone with the things he was doing? Either they
    would think it was freakish and want him to stop, or they would think it was
    dangerous and want him to stop.

    And he couldn't stop.

    "Harry."

    Harry looked up. He was surprised that Professor McGonagall was speaking in that
    tone. Unless she had already decided that he was strange and weird and not worthy of
    being helped. Which would hurt, yes, but at least it would get rid of the
    apprenticeship danger.

    Then he realized she was staring at his hands.

    And her face was appalled.

    "What have you done to yourself?" the professor whispered, taking his
    hand and turning it over. When she pressed down on the back of his hand—something no
    one had done since he came to Hogwarts—his claws shot out. "Oh, Harry."

    Harry tried to flinch away, but his claws were still out, and he wasn't used to
    maneuvering with them like this, where someone could see. He scratched one
    of Professor McGonagall's fingers, and with a sharp exclamation, she let go of
    him.

    She looked up at him with gentle, concerned eyes, and Harry knew she wasn't
    rejecting him, but she was rejecting part of him. The part that had clawed hands and
    didn't want anyone else to know what was going on, and that meant he could never
    trust her again, and he had to find some way to get out of here—

    He raised a Shield Charm as she reached for him again. She hadn't expected it,
    which meant that it could bounce her hands off, but she was already standing and
    reaching for her wand.

    "Under the care of Madam Pomfrey and someone like me, we can reverse the
    transformation," she told Harry quietly, soothingly. "I promise that you won't be in
    trouble. The Ministry need never know. Albus will have to, but when I tell him—"

    Harry shook his head. He couldn't stay to listen to this. He couldn't stay to let
    someone undo all the transformations that made him stronger and faster. And then they
    would find his dungeon workroom, and he would probably be urged to confess
    why he'd done this, and maybe they would find out about his parents and tell
    him he had to live his own life instead of helping them, and they might convince him,
    he knew his own weaknesses, sometimes he had longed for a life like that the way
    Neville longed to lay down the burden of being the Boy-Who-Lived, and then his
    parents would remain in hospital, no one had cared to help them so far—

    He leaped off the ground, longer and faster than even the leap he'd made to the
    top of Lupin's bookcase the night of the battle in his rooms, and got to the
    classroom doorway while Professor McGonagall was still turning. For a moment, their
    eyes met.

    Harry saw the fear in them. Not of his claws, but of what he wanted to do.

    It was the way he had always known it would be.

    He took off, leaping down the corridor. It was already past the time when most
    students had gone to lunch, and he met no one. He was casting Summoning Charms as he
    went, calling his trunk and books and clothes from Ravenclaw Tower. Mice ran after
    him, and Cross was waking up and running towards him, too.

    He would have to catch Yar and take her to the Forbidden Forest. He would have to
    remove whatever kind of tracking magic the Headmaster put on her.

    And then leave. Go.

    The look in Professor McGonagall's eyes…

    I should never have been so careless. I should never have trusted her. She
    doesn't understand. I knew she wouldn't.

    I have to be on my own.
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    Chapter Nineteen—Running

    Harry leaped out the front door of Hogwarts and headed in comprehensive bounds for
    the Forbidden Forest. He was holding up his wand a second later, whistling as hard as
    he could for Yar. Sometimes she ignored him and went hunting somewhere else. He could
    only hope she wouldn't do that now.

    He was breathing hard enough to make it feel like a hand was closing around his
    lungs. He wanted to vomit. He had thought—he had thought he was in control, that no
    one suspected him, that he would get to heal his parents and no one would interfere
    because no one would know or they wouldn't care if they found out—the Dursleys
    wouldn't have cared—

    And then Professor McGonagall was right on the verge of finding out. She would
    care, Harry knew. She had tried to take him away from the Dursleys even when it was
    already okay. She wouldn't listen to him. She would frown and cluck and shake her
    head, and then she would probably take him to someone who could read his mind or make
    him confess the truth with Veritaserum.

    Not really. Not her.

    But she had more dangerous weapons even if she never used Veritaserum, Harry
    thought. He was under the branches of the largest trees, and he hopped along more
    quietly, not wanting to draw the attention of centaurs. He could see Yar's wings
    flickering now and then above his head. She would follow him to a clearing where she
    could land.

    Professor McGonagall could look at him with those critical, compassionate eyes and
    make Harry want to confess. She could make him think he was weak, the way Harry knew
    himself to be. Sometimes he resented all this endless effort he put in. Sometimes he
    thought his parents were never going to get better. Sometimes he just wanted to be
    normal and grow up and visit his parents in hospital but not worry about making them
    better.

    The clearing was ahead, then here. Harry came to a stop in the center and held up
    his arm for Yar, not flinching as she landed on it. He'd long since hardened all the
    skin on that arm.

    Those thoughts came to him in the middle of the night. Harry lay awake and thought
    them, and then woke up shuddering. He never wanted them to come true.

    Yar turned her head towards him and watched him with wild, wise eyes that knew
    more than he did, for all his expertise in Transfiguration magic. Harry wished for a
    second that he'd been born an animal. They had it so much easier.

    Then he shook his head and reached out, turning her slowly around. He had to find
    the Tracking Charm Dumbledore had on her and take it off. Only then would it really
    be safe to run.

    The slim band around her leg disgusted him again when he saw it. It was
    white. Harry might not spend a lot of time looking at Yar's legs, but he
    still should have seen it. And he hadn't paid enough attention to protect his friend
    from a threat.

    When he touched his wand to the band, it sparked and made Yar screech and lift her
    wings to fly away. Harry turned sharply to the side, re-balancing her and taking a
    piece of raw meat out of his pocket. Yar focused on the food, and Harry handed it to
    her. While she munched, he examined the band again.

    It was enchanted to resist any tampering, evidently. Harry closed his eyes and
    ignored the panic that wanted to rise and consume him. So far, he didn't hear anyone
    coming after him. They must not know where he was.

    He could figure this out. He would figure this out, and then he and Yar
    and Cross and his mice would leave.

    Harry bent down to study the band more closely.

    

    Minerva rounded the corner with a hard step that made her wince and wish she was
    younger. Her heart was laboring in her chest, and she hadn't known where Albus was at
    first, meaning she'd headed for his office and then towards the Great Hall.
    Completely opposite directions, she thought as she bent over for a second
    and clasped her hand to her chest. And of no help in finding Harry.

    Finally, she'd decided the situation was serious enough to send Albus a Patronus.
    It had asked him to meet her in the third floor corridor that had once housed the
    Philosopher's Stone. Minerva didn't think anyone would be there. And if she happened
    to see Harry on the way there because she was taking such a circuitous route through
    the castle, that was all to the good.

    "Oh, dear. Is something wrong, Professor McGonagall?"

    Minerva straightened in an instant. Standing in front of her was Dolores, her
    smile and eyes both wide and guileless. She reached out a hand as if to steady
    Minerva while shaking her head a little.

    "You shouldn't be working so hard. You should be in bed. Why don't you come with
    me to my office? It's not far. You could have a nice cup of tea."

    Minerva wanted to scream in frustration. Albus had told them all not to antagonize
    Dolores, so that the Minister wouldn't suspect the extent to which the Order of the
    Phoenix was already involved in opposing You-Know-Who. That meant not showing
    "suspicious attitudes" and doing what she requested as well as not getting upset when
    students had detentions with her or she made a complete hash of the Defense
    classes.

    But the longer Minerva stood here, the closer she came to losing Harry.

    "I'm all right, Dolores," she said, and forced some humor into her smile. "Just
    countering a student prank, as usual."

    "Oh, tell me all about it," Dolores suggested, taking a step closer and turning
    her smile to winsome. "They should all be punished. I'm sure I could give
    you some tips!"

    And now Minerva was caught in her lie, and she had to figure out what the hell she
    could say that would still persuade Dolores to let her go in time.

    Even as she opened her mouth to speak, though, a ghostly wind seemed to travel
    down the corridor, and the tapestries on the walls leaped up and down. Minerva
    couldn't feel a trace of the wind, but from the way she let go of Minerva's arm and
    grabbed her own with a violent shiver, Dolores could.

    "Madam Umbridge," said a hissing voice that came from the tapestry's weave, or
    sounded like it.

    Dolores gave little sob and ran towards the stairs Minerva had just come up.
    Minerva stood where she was and smiled faintly as she saw Albus step out of his
    hiding place the minute the other woman was gone. That spell had once been one of his
    signatures during the war, when he wanted to frighten enemies away more than he
    wanted to corner them.

    "What is it, Minerva?" Albus asked.

    Minerva swallowed, her heart suddenly feeling as if it might burst again. "The
    Transfiguration master we were looking for is Harry Potter, Albus. And he's about to
    run away."

    

    He couldn't get the Tracking Charm off.

    Harry closed his eyes and retreated again into the calm he'd been working on, the
    calmness that he should have shown when Professor McGonagall had talked to him. If
    he'd looked her in the eye and come up with excuses for his claws and the other
    things—he wanted to protect himself from Dudley, and he liked learning
    Transfiguration but didn't want to show off in class—she would have believed him.

    But he hadn't.

    Harry opened his eyes and looked again at the white band on Yar's leg. If he
    couldn't negate the charm and he couldn't get it off, then he would transform it into
    something else. He ought to have enough time for that.

    He spent a moment calling up in his imagination exactly what he wanted to see, and
    then reached out and touched the white band. "Commuto fasciam columbam," he
    murmured.

    The band seemed to flare with an inner light, and then sag to the side as though
    someone was pushing it from within Yar's leg. Then it unfolded, and the white sides
    of the band became white wings. A dove sat staring near Yar's feet for a second.

    It probably would have flown away in the next second, but Yar slammed it to the
    ground with one strike of her swift feet and bent to tear at it as it struggled.

    Harry nodded. He had to admit to some satisfaction that Dumbledore's Tracking
    Charm had died that way. He turned and looked around the Forbidden Forest,
    considering it closely.

    He had thought for a minute about staying here, but it was too close to the
    school. There was the chance that Dumbledore had already oriented on the Tracking
    Charm, before Harry destroyed it, and decided to come this way. They wouldn't
    hesitate to come into the Forest, not if they really wanted to take him down.

    But what other sanctuary do I have?

    Harry opened his eyes. What kind of sanctuary were his friends always telling him
    they had? With their families. If he could move fast enough, he could get what he
    needed from them and then be gone before Professor McGonagall or Dumbledore or anyone
    else could come looking for him.

    But he would need to move faster than he could even by springing on his legs. He
    drew his wand.

    "Accio Cleansweep Six!" he called, the name of the best broom the school
    had. Then he settled against the tree next to him and waited for it to arrive. He had
    a few preparations to make before he could fly, notably tying his pockets shut so
    that the mice wouldn't fall out and persuading the reluctant Cross to climb into the
    deepest one. Cross hated flying. Well, now he would have to make do.

    Yar, of course, he didn't need to worry about. Her snapping and gulping and
    tearing made a suitable background music for his wait, Harry thought.

    

    "Where did he get that kind of skill?"

    Minerva shook her head as she led Albus towards Ravenclaw Tower. Harry would have
    gone to get clothes, at least.

    "I don't know. He was doing well in class, but I don't know how he taught himself
    so much outside it. I didn't know he could Transfigure living animals with that sort
    of skill until he gave a kitten to Neville last year…"

    "You should have questioned him then."

    Minerva turned around and glared, and after a moment, Albus sighed. "You're right,
    Minerva. I'm sorry. But the thought that a child's been doing this kind of illegal
    Transfiguration under our noses, and no one noticed—I don't know what that indicates.
    That I'm getting so slow I might lose the war?"

    Minerva privately thought that more people than just Albus were fighting the war,
    but she nodded in understanding and led him on.

    She found two of Harry's fellow Ravenclaws near the tower door, and sighed in
    relief. "Miss Patil, Miss Chang," she said, as they turned around in surprise. "We're
    looking for Harry Potter. Have you seen him?"

    "Not since Transfiguration, Professor." Patil looked puzzled.

    "I thought Roger was going to talk to him again about recruiting," said Chang, and
    rolled her eyes a little. "I told him it was useless. Sorry, professors," she added,
    maybe seeing that neither Minerva nor Albus had any idea what she was talking about.
    "Harry's really good at flying, and Roger keeps thinking that he'll join the
    Quidditch team. But Harry doesn't care anything about the game. I don't know why
    Roger thinks he has a chance of convincing him."

    "Do you think he might be on the Quidditch pitch, then?" Albus asked, sounding
    interested. Perhaps it was only finding someone else who enjoyed flying more than the
    game, Minerva thought. Albus had often told her that he believed he was the only one
    with that opinion.

    "Yes, maybe." Chang shrugged, gave them another curious glance, and turned back to
    Ravenclaw Tower.

    Minerva wanted to charge back down the stairs. Albus took her elbow and
    constrained her to a walking pace until they were out of sight of the Tower, and then
    cast a spell that filled Minerva with a wave of refreshment and energy. She sighed as
    she stood straighter.

    "Did you notice another interesting thing?" Albus asked, quickening his pace, too.
    Minerva assumed he had used the same spell, although Albus was strong enough at a
    hundred and fifty to put most other wizards to shame.

    "What?" Minerva's mind was on Harry, and the loneliness and fear he must be
    feeling, to make him run from her.

    "Neither of those two students seemed concerned about young Harry. Does he have
    many friends in his House?"

    "No," Minerva said shortly. She wanted to save her breath for moving. But Albus
    continued to look at her, so she gave in. "Only Terry Boot in his House. And of
    course he's close to Neville, but you knew that."

    "Of course," Albus murmured, and then fell silent.

    Minerva wondered what he was thinking, but it was only a fleeting thought in the
    midst of all that she had to worry about. Especially when she tried to make
    Albus pick up his pace, and he wouldn't. They settled for floating down the stairs
    and around corners, all the time heading steadily for the Quidditch pitch.

    

    Harry stepped back with a sigh. There had been a reasonable explanation
    for why the broom couldn't come to him after all, one that had nothing to do with his
    Summoning Charm failing, as he'd feared. The door on the broom shed had been locked
    so firmly, including with magic, that the broom hadn't been able to make it out.

    But now it was open, and Harry swung a leg over the eager Cleansweep Six and
    touched his pockets one more time. Cross, mice, shrunken trunk with his clothes. He
    nodded and pushed off into the air.

    "Mr. Potter!"

    "Harry!"

    Harry's head whipped around. It was really Professor McGonagall calling him by his
    first name that did it; he didn't recognize the other voice.

    But there she was, with the Headmaster, and they were both running fast and
    looking anxiously up at him. Harry wondered for a second what they would do if he
    went back down. March him to the Headmaster's office? Arrest him? Tell him he
    shouldn't be doing this and send him to Ravenclaw Tower without dinner?

    But then he saw Dumbledore's face. Professor McGonagall might hug Harry and try to
    help him. He wouldn't.

    Harry curled his legs around the broom and shot into the sky.

    "Harry!" Professor McGonagall sounded devastated.

    A spell was coming at his back when Harry glanced over his shoulder. It was bright
    white and it hummed like a hundred of the wasps he had once conjured to bother Aunt
    Petunia. But Harry knew how to beat it. He was glad, now, that he'd never showed
    anyone except a few students and Madam Hooch how well he could fly.

    He leaned to the side, and the white spell sped past him. Another one was going to
    hit his head, but Harry ducked and swooped like Yar when she had seen a particularly
    tasty rabbit. It missed him, too. And soon Harry would be over the Forbidden Forest
    and away from the school, and away from any spell that Dumbledore might send after
    him.

    "Mr. Potter."

    Dumbledore's voice boomed around him. Harry didn't look over his shoulder to see
    whether he was on a broom. He knew no one could have caught up with him that fast. It
    was probably the Sonorus Charm.

    "We only want to talk to you. We want to know why you have made the changes you
    have. You will not be harmed."

    Harry ignored that, and kept flying. Adults said that a lot. Aunt Petunia used to
    say it when Harry didn't want to come out of his cupboard to be punished. And Harry
    had believed her, like a fool, several times.

    No more.

    "You will be stopped, Mr. Potter. Please come back willingly."

    Harry lifted his head and looked forwards at a sound of grating and clanging. The
    front gates of Hogwarts were swinging shut, and above them was a pair of huge gates
    made of dancing fire. The magical protections that made Hogwarts safe in times of
    war, Harry supposed. They were one of the very few things other than goblin
    rebellions that Professor Binns had ever talked about in History of Magic.

    But Harry wasn't going that way. He swung out in an even broader curve, and sped
    above the Forbidden Forest before they could stop him.

    "Harry!"

    He did glance back, compelled by that sound, even though he knew he couldn't make
    out Professor McGonagall's features from this distance. She was standing with her
    arms raised up to him, though. He saw that.

    If she had been alone, he might have gone back. If he hadn't panicked when she saw
    his claws, he might have been able to talk to her. But she'd brought Headmaster
    Dumbledore. And he had tried to imprison Harry and cast spells at him that might have
    any effect. While he was flying.

    He might have made me crash. He can't care that much.

    The Forbidden Forest bent to the south and west, and Harry followed it away from
    the gates of Hogwarts, aiming for the place where he would be able to circle past
    that protective magic. He kept his head tucked and turned. Looking back would be bad
    for him now. He might yield to the weakness that told him to trust Professor
    McGonagall and return to the school after all.

    Better to keep going, and spend the night in the Forest, and then make his way to
    the Longbottom home where Neville's grandmother lived, which Neville had told him was
    in Lancashire. Neville had sent him detailed instructions the summer before last,
    under the impression that Professor McGonagall might Apparate Harry there.

    Harry couldn't Apparate, and wouldn't dare use his wand now anyway, since the
    Ministry could use the Trace to find him. But Neville's house had a few landmarks
    nearby that he knew would be distinctive from the air.

    And he had a few plans for what would happen after he was able to land and rest
    for a while. Several of them involved the Lestranges.

    

    "Did you know that we would lose him, Minerva?"

    Minerva closed her eyes. "No, Albus," she said dully. "I had no idea that he was
    so determined to leave."

    She rubbed the side of her face, which ached. She had spent so much time casting
    spells, ones that would let them walk safely through the Forbidden Forest and search
    through the eyes of birds above it and Transfigure small creatures that might find
    Harry before they did, that her jaw hurt. She was more than happy to sit back in
    Albus's office and eat the biscuits and other treats that the house-elves had
    provided.

    But Albus was brooding, and Minerva knew that meant she was going to hear about
    it. With a tiny sigh, she set aside the teacup and opened her mouth to explain what
    she knew about Harry and his magic.

    Albus cut in before she could, looking sightlessly at his phoenix, who was mature
    now and probably soon to crumble into a small hatchling again. "We must have
    overlooked him. I will never understand how, but he became a master of
    Transfiguration despite his lack of formal instruction. And his goals are probably
    Dark."

    "How do you know that, Albus?" Minerva asked sharply. "He ran away when I
    confronted him. That's not the action of a Dark wizard. He might have tried to hurt
    me, or Obliviate me, or even cast a spell that would have made it impossible
    for me to tell anyone else about him. But he did none of those things."

    Albus looked up with a faint, weary smile. "But in the last half-hour, Minerva,
    Severus has broken through a Memory Charm barrier that he might have remained
    ignorant of if not for the surprising news of Mr. Potter. There can be no doubt that
    Mr. Potter is the one who cast that charm. It covers a battle in Lupin's rooms in his
    third year, the night that Remus turned into a werewolf. Harry was there, apparently,
    listening to Remus tell stories of his parents. He managed to hurt both Severus and
    Remus, badly, and then modified Severus's memory so that he wouldn't know Harry had
    been there." Albus hesitated, looking vaguely disturbed. "But Severus didn't remember
    him doing the same to Remus. I wonder why Remus never told me. Not even the shock of
    transforming into a werewolf should have erased such events."

    Minerva said nothing. She felt as if someone had slammed her in the chest, and it
    was hard to do anything but let her breath labor along for a minute. She had to put a
    hand over her heart and close her eyes.

    How did Harry learn the Memory Charm?

    But she knew that, too, when she thought about it. Harry had managed to learn a
    lot of Transfiguration on his own that she hadn't taught him. It made sense for him
    to have studied the Memory Charm.

    Which argues that Albus is right, and he always intended to cover up his
    tracks and do something that would make others think him Dark.

    "He doesn't care about inflicting pain on other people," Albus continued, his
    voice gentle, persuasive. "I think we need to warn others about him, Minerva."

    "I think you're wrong," Minerva said, opening her eyes. "He's fierce in defense of
    his friends. And he cares about animals with a ferocity that…"

    Her voice trailed off in the face of Albus's implacable silence. "What else did
    you see from Severus's memories?" It had to be something then, as his interview with
    Severus and dinner were the only times she'd been away from his side.

    "He created Transfigured animals to help him in battle," said Albus. "And do
    whatever he told them to, evidently. That was there to see in Severus's memories,
    although I doubt he knew exactly what I was looking for." He hesitated. "He nearly
    broke Severus's wand. He had the mice gnaw on his genitals."

    Minerva shuddered again. That didn't fit with the quiet boy she knew, carrying a
    kitten into the hospital wing for his best friend to have…

    But it might fit with the boy who had claws and wild eyes and claimed that there
    was no problem with going back to his abusive relatives, not now that they
    "understood" each other.

    "Have you thought of something, Minerva?"

    "His relatives abused him, Albus—"

    "So you told me."

    The coolness in his tone made Minerva pause. But she pushed on a second later. She
    owed Harry more than giving up because Albus opposed her once.

    "I don't think he's on his way to join You-Know-Who or anything like that. He
    doesn't seem impressed by the man. He loves his parents, I know that. He wouldn't
    join anyone who'd ordered people to hurt them."

    "But he might help him inadvertently, for example by distracting Neville from his
    studies or causing chaos that Voldemort could use to his advantage," Albus pointed
    out, ignoring the way Minerva jumped, as usual. "I think we need to prepare for the
    worst, Minerva. And that includes finding Harry and giving him an ultimatum. Even if
    his intentions are absolutely altruistic, he would still need
    supervision."

    Minerva bowed her head. She couldn't argue with any of it. For Harry to change his
    own body had shaken her deeply. She knew only a few Transfiguration masters in
    history who had done that. Most went through the training to become an Animagus
    instead.

    But she also couldn't believe anything evil of Harry, even if she didn't have the
    rational basis for an argument. Her beliefs and feelings were stubborn, wordless, but
    there.

    For now, she would do what she could to find Harry. And when she did, she would go
    and talk to him, instead of bringing him in for questioning.

    Maybe that will finally be necessary. But I do feel I owe him more than
    that.
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    Chapter Twenty—Black Blood

    It was early morning before Harry landed quietly to the side of Neville's house,
    under a tree. He'd rested through most of the night, since it was too dark for
    flying. He'd let the mice look for food for him and they'd brought back a few
    nuts.

    As for the rest of the hunger, well, he was used to hunger.

    Standing behind a tall, unnaturally straight pine, Harry studied the protections
    around the house. They danced and flickered in the air, less threatening than he'd
    expected. Nothing like the fiery gates that Dumbledore had raised over Hogwarts's
    real gates. These were so soft and silvery that if Harry hadn't been looking directly
    at them, he would have missed them. They swirled into being sometimes, circles of
    light like Muggle searchlights.

    Harry wondered for a moment what he should do. He wanted to say he was a friend,
    but he couldn't just walk up and knock on the door.

    Then he smiled a little. The house was in the middle of a thick, protected patch
    of forest with Anti-Muggle Charms all over it. Harry could probably gain attention
    with no danger by doing something simple.

    He held up his wand and fired a fountain of red and silver sparks that rose above
    the trees. Then he called, "I'm a friend of Neville's!" as loudly as he could, and
    waited.

    It still took long minutes before someone stepped out of the front door and turned
    towards him. Harry saw she was wearing a huge dead vulture on her hat. He relaxed.
    Everyone had talked about how those were the clothes Neville had dressed his boggart
    in during third year.

    The woman stopped at the very edge of the protections, looking towards him
    fearlessly. Harry saw that she had small, bright eyes and a stubborn frown. He waited
    for her to find him, and she examined him from head to foot.

    "A friend?" she asked finally. "His only friends are the Weasley boy and Granger
    girl, and you don't look much like them."

    "And the Potter boy," Harry said. "I'm Harry Potter."

    The woman relaxed in a rush. "Ah, yes. The mysterious visitor he wanted me to
    fetch, and I would never consent without knowing why you didn't want to come." She
    reached out and touched her wand to one of the protective spells, tearing it back
    like a curtain. "Why are you here now, boy?"

    "Because the Headmaster found out about how good I am at Transfiguration, and he
    thinks that I should be under his supervision if I'm going to perform spells like
    that," said Harry, knowing he would need to be at least a little honest if he wanted
    Mrs. Longbottom to stick up for him. He stood right next to the protective spells,
    since he thought that might let her see more about him.

    "Then you were the one who gave Neville his kitten," said Mrs. Longbottom, and
    stood upright with a smack of her hands. She was taller than Harry had realized. "He
    told me that, but I didn't think a student could be good enough. I'm glad you gave
    him Dapple. It's helped him with his self-confidence."

    She took a step forwards, scanning Harry. Harry blinked at her, and tried not to
    draw his wand. Using it when it had the Trace on it wasn't smart anyway.

    Mrs. Longbottom was old, like Professor McGonagall, but otherwise nothing like
    her, Harry thought as he saw the sharp temper in the backs of her eyes. She examined
    him with sturdy concentration, and nodded when she was done. "That's fine work," she
    said, glancing at Cross, who had poked his head out of Harry's deep pocket now that
    they were no longer flying. "What do you need, boy?"

    Harry relaxed a little. "A place to stay for a while, and something to eat," he
    said. "For you not to tell Dumbledore about me, in case he asks. And for you to
    perform a few spells that I can't do on my own."

    "Of course, the Trace," Mrs. Longbottom muttered. She appeared to think for
    another moment. Then she asked, "What's your opinion on Voldemort, boy? Yes, I say
    his name," she added. Harry's eyes must have widened without his knowing it. "He took
    my son and nearly took my grandson, I can damn well say his name."

    Harry smiled a little. "I hate him. He put my parents in St. Mungo's and made me
    grow up with relatives who despised me."

    "That's sincere hatred in your voice," said Mrs. Longbottom. "Come on, then." She
    turned towards the stone house, seeming to assume Harry would follow.

    Harry did, with a little tingle and thrum of respect in his veins. He thought Mrs.
    Longbottom respected him, too. She gave him what he asked for after thinking how much
    it would cost her.

    This was the kind of adult he could get on with. If Professor McGonagall had only
    been a little less committed to asking questions about him, he thought he might have
    had the same kind of relationship with her.

    It's too bad I couldn't.

    

    Severus sat up with a gasp and a shaking hand. He knew before he touched his
    forehead that he would find sweat as sticky as honey, and hated himself for it.

    When he leaned back against his pillow, it was soaked with sweat, too. Cursing,
    Severus sat up and flicked his wand. The fire blazed up from its low smolder, and the
    torches in the walls came alight all at once.

    He had been forced to perfect that spell, which once he had neglected, since his
    memories of his confrontation with Harry Potter had returned. The nightmares always
    seemed to start out dark and go darker, narrowing to a single point of intense green
    light in the boy's wild eyes as he stalked towards Severus.

    And unlike life, the nightmares ended with those claws poised above his eyes, and
    Potter murmuring orders to his animals to destroy him.

    How could the boy have grown so much in power without anyone being aware of
    it?

    Severus had thought, for some time, that Minerva knew about Potter's strength and
    had kept it from everyone if only to enjoy a malicious chuckle at Albus's and
    Severus's expense. But the sight of her tears when Albus called the professors
    together to tell them what had happened had cooled those suspicions. He had to change
    his mind, too, when Minerva told them in a rasping voice that she wanted to offer
    Potter an apprenticeship with her in Transfiguration, but that she needed their help,
    because checking into all the places he might have gone hadn't revealed him.

    Meanwhile, Albus thought the boy a Death Eater.

    Severus laughed at that now, although the sound was shaky and he shut himself up
    when he heard it. There was no way that feral thing he had seen in Lupin's
    chambers was a Death Eater. For one thing, he had attacked Severus, and if the boy
    was trusted by the Dark Lord, he would have known about the Mark on Severus's arm and
    at least hesitated.

    For another, Severus didn't think the boy had a side, any more than a beast in the
    forest might. He had his goals, whatever they were, and he had learned
    Transfiguration in the service of those, not to serve someone else.

    He had told Albus that. Albus had nodded, looking doubtful, and told Severus that
    Minerva had made much the same arguments—that she thought "Harry" was looking for or
    wanting something else.

    "But it does make me wonder," Albus said softly, "why he never asked for help with
    Transfiguration, if his purposes were entirely innocent. He could have gained so much
    more from a collaboration with Minerva."

    Severus had stared at Albus, and finally asked the obvious question when Albus
    only blinked at him. "Because he didn't want anyone else to know what he was
    doing?"

    "But why would he want to hide them if his purposes were innocent?"

    Severus had only shaken his head, and let the conversation go. Albus was far too
    invested in ideas of innocence, guilt, and other things he could understand to pay
    attention to what Severus thought was obvious about the situation.

    Now, Severus sat staring into the fire. He had to do something to rid himself of
    his nightmares. He had to do something to bring Potter back into a controllable
    situation so that his own reactions weren't so clumsy, so ridden with obvious
    mistakes.

    And the only way he could think of to do that…

    Was to help Albus find Potter, and corral him to ask questions of him.

    At least that should help Albus see beyond the innocence of a child in this
    case.

    

    Mrs. Longbottom was the most accommodating adult Harry had ever been around.

    She asked him lots of questions about Transfiguration and his friendship with
    Neville and why he'd had to flee the school. Harry could answer them, though, without
    revealing that he wanted to learn Transfiguration to heal his parents.

    She just wasn't that interested in his reasons, Harry thought. She wanted
    more facts.

    And that was what he most wanted and needed. If Professor McGonagall had just
    taught him instead of worrying about why he wanted to know, then she would have been
    perfect.

    But Harry shook the thoughts out of his head, and finally told Mrs. Longbottom
    something he hadn't told anyone else: that he wanted revenge on the Lestranges who
    had tortured his parents. He told her one morning when they were sitting outside the
    large front doors of her house, in a clearing dotted with trees where songbirds
    flitted. Yar was in heaven, and Mrs. Longbottom didn't object as long as she ate her
    kills out of sight.

    "I think it's honorable to want to avenge your parents," said Mrs. Longbottom. Her
    eyes were shrewd as she watched him over the top of her cup of tea. "But you know
    that it'll be hard for you to find them. Especially if they are with
    You-Know-Who. He doesn't want the Ministry to believe my Neville, so he isn't taking
    open action right now."

    "I know." Harry ate his scone covered with clotted cream and watched Cross
    sleeping in the sunlight. "But I think I've come up with a way around that."

    "What way?"

    "If I could get a bit of the blood of someone related to them. Neville told me
    once that almost all the pure-blood families are related to each other somehow. I
    know the spell wouldn't be as strong if it was a distant relative, but is there
    someone still alive I could use for a closer match?" He looked at Mrs. Longbottom.
    Neville hadn't been clear at all how the Lestranges or the Blacks were related to his
    family; Harry suspected he knew his genealogy, but he didn't like reciting it.

    Mrs. Longbottom didn't recoil in horror, which just made Harry more approving. She
    sat there sipping from her cup for a moment, eyes distant. Then she nodded decisively
    and turned to look at him.

    "There might be a better option. Instead of tracking with blood, you can track
    with resonances."

    "What's that?" Harry asked. He couldn't remember hearing the word mentioned except
    in some speeches about politics, and they clearly weren't talking about magical
    resonances there.

    "Resonances are the impressions left when someone has lived long enough in a place
    or touched an object for long enough." Mrs. Longbottom reached into her robes around
    her neck and held out a locket towards Harry. It was shaped like a rising phoenix,
    and as Harry watched, she folded back one of the wings and showed him a photograph of
    a tall man with shining brown hair. "This is my son Frank. If he was still alive,
    someone could track him from it, because he carried it for a long time himself,
    beside one of my daughter-in-law Alice. And someone could track me from it or the
    locket."

    "How long does it take for the impressions to fade? Why do they happen?" Harry was
    certain he didn't remember hearing about this at Hogwarts.

    Of course, it might have been talked about in Defense or Charms or some other
    class he hadn't paid much attention to. He had always meant to pay more
    attention to them, but, well, Transfiguration had kept him alive and running so
    far.

    "They happen because of the force of life that every magical creature carries
    around them," said Mrs. Longbottom, with a sharp smile. "It's what used to be called
    the Wild in old magical theories—"

    She paused. "You've heard of that, I see."

    Harry wondered for a second if he should be alarmed that an adult could read him
    so well, but then flapped the suspicion away. Mrs. Longbottom showed no intention of
    stopping him, and that was the important thing. "Yes. I'm good with the Wild."

    "With your success at Transfiguration, I'm not surprised." Mrs. Longbottom took
    another sip. "So. The Wild leaves its imprints on objects that have been held and
    deeply cherished, or held for a long time. It wouldn't include every quill or chair
    or stone that you've ever touched. But someone could track you from your clothes, or
    from your wand."

    Another good reason not to use it, Harry thought. "Can you use the
    resonances without your wand?"

    "Yes. Or you could use them in a place where magic would be expected. A place
    where an adult wizard lives and whose magic the Ministry would expect to see, for
    instance."

    Their eyes met and held, until Harry smiled. "So if I could find something that
    the Lestranges cherished…"

    "Yes." Mrs. Longbottom nodded. "It would probably be easier to find something of
    Bellatrix's, honestly. She was a Black, and the Black properties are still open and
    active. The Lestrange brothers are the last of their line, and their father died
    while they were both in prison. Their properties are shut up or not in the family
    anymore. Even if you could find one that was, it would be much more likely to host
    them than otherwise."

    Harry nodded. He could sneak in and out of a house that was open, he thought, but
    he didn't think he was good enough to face adult Death Eaters in open battle right
    now. He planned to capture and ambush the Lestranges.

    He did have one question to ask Mrs. Longbottom, though.

    "Why are you helping me so much?" he asked, leaning forwards until he caught her
    eye. "Is it just because I'm friends with Neville?"

    Mrs. Longbottom faced him like a general. "It's because you've done your best to
    make Neville feel more confidence. Because you believe him about You-Know-Who
    returning—the first one who did. Because you made him that kitten. And because you're
    carrying the war to your enemies. That's the sort of thing we should be
    doing. Not the sort of thing that happens. But we should."

    Harry relaxed. He had thought that maybe, at the end, she would mention something
    about children not being involved in war or him needing a special kind of help and
    care, the way he was sure Professor McGonagall would have. But as long as she didn't,
    then he could trust her motivations.

    She might care about the war instead of him, but she was honest.

    

    Harry, where are you? Minerva thought as she Apparated away from Surrey.
    She hadn't thought he would really return to the Dursleys, but it had been her last
    hope, and Albus had insisted she check on the house. Now Minerva collapsed before the
    fire in her own office and closed her eyes.

    She had checked the Forbidden Forest, every corner of the castle, St. Mungo's, the
    graveyard where Sirius Black lay, and even the old Potter properties that were still
    there, held in abeyance while James languished in hospital and Harry was too young to
    own them, including the mostly-destroyed house in Godric's Hollow. No sign that he
    had been anywhere near them. And while she had contacted the families of his friends,
    both the Boots and Augusta had reported no sign of him, not that Minerva had really
    expected him to claim sanctuary there when he had never wanted to visit them during
    the summer.

    She leaned back with closed eyes and thought in silence about what would probably
    happen next.

    Albus seemed to want to hunt Harry, but also to accept that they couldn't find him
    for right now. Other than telling the Order of the Phoenix to watch out for him, he
    hadn't mentioned Harry in several days.

    But Minerva could see the hole his going had left.

    Not a big one, and not as big a one as the disappearance of a more popular
    Ravenclaw like Patil or Goldstein would have left. But Boot kept looking around with
    a disquieted expression. Seamus Finnigan sometimes glanced at the Ravenclaw table and
    then away again. Filius was quieter and sadder whenever Minerva saw him. She knew
    that, at least, was because he felt like he hadn't known Harry at all.

    And Neville…

    Minerva touched her forehead with one palm. It ached. Nothing like the headaches
    that poor Neville felt through his scar, she knew, but right now, she felt more
    empathy for him than she had ever done.

    Neville flinched from loud sounds again, something he hadn't done since second
    year. He clung so tightly to Dapple that he had actually brought the kitten to
    Severus's class, and ignored the demands to dismiss him. And he looked wistfully up
    at the sky, or the ceiling, whenever Minerva was training him in private. He seemed
    to think he might see Harry flying back any second, if he looked hard enough.

    Then again, Minerva was guilty of the same thing.

    She had one more tactic she hadn't tried, at least. She could send an owl. As
    tired as she was, she took out ink and parchment and began to write.

    Dear Harry…

    

    You should know that I'm very worried about you. I won't say the same thing is
    true of Headmaster Dumbledore. But we're both worried about the cost that
    becoming so good at Transfiguration on your own might have exacted from you. I want
    you to know that you could have come to me, and no matter what the reason for such
    intensive study, I would have helped you.

    Harry held back a snort as he sat at breakfast with Mrs. Longbottom the morning
    the owl arrived. One of the mice stood on his shoulder and held the parchment steady,
    so Harry had a hand free for eating. Mrs. Longbottom was a stickler for manners, so
    Harry didn't want to drip food on the table or actually snort.

    She wouldn't have helped me. She would have been too worried about what it
    would cost me —she even says that!—instead of my parents. They lost
    everything. What have I lost in comparison?

    The letter continued, I want you to know that if you write to me, or come to
    me, I won't report you to Albus or the Ministry. I won't do anything without your
    permission. I only want to talk to you, and learn about your learning. What can I do
    to help? What can I do to make it safer for you?

    Yours sincerely,

    Minerva McGonagall.

    Harry sat back with a little sigh, of the kind that Mrs. Longbottom did
    permit. It was always about his safety. Never about rescuing his parents, or even
    worried about the safety of his animals.

    Why can't she see that my life is a tool? Something I can do things with, not
    something that needs to be shut up in a glass case and protected?

    "Bad news?" Mrs. Longbottom asked casually, her eyes locked on his face.

    Harry shook his head and laid the letter down. "Not really. Professor McGonagall
    is worried about my safety and wants me to write to her. Maybe I will, later, when
    I've taken care of the Lestranges."

    Mrs. Longbottom nodded, her eyes glittering. "I hope you don't mind me saying it
    this way, Mr. Potter, but the more risks you take, the safer you make it for my
    Neville."

    Harry smiled at her. "I don't mind that. Neville's my friend."

    And more people need to be thinking about him, too. There was an
    article in the Daily Prophet this morning once again accusing Neville of
    lying about Lord Dudders and dismissing an attack on a Muggleborn Ministry worker as
    "a prank."

    "You think you have everything you need to go to Number Twelve Grimmauld
    Place?"

    Harry looked up and nodded. "And you think that's the easiest to access?"

    "In London. With so many other people that you'll blend in more easily than you
    would in the isolated areas. And no one lives there properly anymore. It's so dark
    and gloomy that the family only visits occasionally." Mrs. Longbottom slowly sipped
    her tea. "Yes, I'm sure."

    "Then I'll start on my way tonight."

    

    Harry moved slowly towards Number Twelve. Mrs. Longbottom had Apparated him into
    London and then to the street where the house was, Grimmauld Place. She had also cast
    a Disillusionment Charm on Harry. The house was one of those places like the Leaky
    Cauldron, not properly visible to Muggles, and Harry would appear suspicious simply
    walking into thin air, or looking around between the houses.

    Once Harry was inside, though, he was on his own.

    Harry's skin prickled with excitement as he made his way slowly up the stairs. He
    had made more mice while he was in Mrs. Longbottom's house—she didn't mind that as
    long as they didn't poop in the house or chew up the curtains—and they flowed around
    him and under the door and through a window that didn't have everything properly
    shuttered up.

    It is a gloomy house, Harry thought, glancing at the sagging
    boards and the walls that were thick with dust even on the outside.

    The mice were to open the door. Harry hadn't expected them to find a key, though
    if they did, they would know to bring it to the door, guided by one of the older ones
    who had been at the Dursleys' and knew what a key looked like.

    But in the end, they did it the way he had suspected they would, using their sharp
    teeth on the wood around the lock until the door sagged and fell inwards. It didn't
    take that many mice, all chewing in concert, long to do it. Harry smiled and caught
    the door as it swung, so it wouldn't make noise that might alert the Muggle
    neighbors. Then he stepped inside.

    Instantly, a shimmering block of white light enclosed him, and a trembling,
    vibrating alarm began to ring.

    Harry cursed heavily as he reached forwards and found that his hand bounced off
    the inside of the block. However, his mice were still free, and he ordered them up
    the walls. Magical protections had to be attached to something, doors or
    windows or walls or torch sconces. They would find it, and bite through it or knock
    it down.

    And perhaps they would have managed it, but Harry heard heavy footsteps coming
    from the end of the corridor before they could. He stiffened and turned, knowing he
    could face a lot of pain. Perhaps Bellatrix was here, and that would be bad. But he
    owed it to his parents to suffer as bravely as he could.

    It wasn't a woman who came into sight, though, but a man, tall and clad in black
    and moving in a leisurely way. Harry stared at him and realized he knew him. "You're
    the man who was in the graveyard when Professor McGonagall took me to visit my
    godfather," he whispered. "The first time."

    "Yes." The man folded his arms and raised his eyebrows a little. He had keen grey
    eyes, sharp enough to cut. "And you're Harry Potter. My name is Regulus Black. Why
    are you breaking into my house?"

  


  
    21. The Dark Half
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    Chapter Twenty-One—The Dark Half

    "You still haven't given me an answer that satisfies me."

    Harry stared at his hands and said nothing, as Black had accused him of. He was
    sitting now, still encased in that square of white light, on a dusty sofa in an even
    dustier room. The square bent a little, so he could be more comfortable. Black had
    said it was the least he could do.

    Harry didn't trust Black. He didn't trust Black's smile. He didn't trust the way
    that there was dust and neglect everywhere here, just like Mrs. Longbottom
    had said there would be, and yet Black threaded his way easily between the furniture
    and conjured a fire in a fireplace where lots of ashes told Harry they had burned
    recently.

    Most of all, though, he didn't trust the other small blocks of white light that
    had landed and coagulated around his mice. There was one for every single mouse.
    Harry had never thought any house could have such formidable defenses.

    He studied Black intently as he leaned back on his own sofa and sipped a cup of
    tea that steamed and stank. He didn't look much like the photographs of his dead
    brother that Harry had seen here and there in his parents' hospital room. Sirius
    Black had laughed constantly in those photographs, and had bright grey eyes and wild
    dark hair. Sometimes the hair looked as if it was halfway down his back.

    Regulus Black looked more like the photographs of Lucius Malfoy that sometimes
    appeared in the Daily Prophet, except with dark hair. The way he smiled now
    made it seem like he was bored most of the time and happy Harry was here because it
    kept him from being bored.

    Harry didn't trust that kind of smile, either. It was the kind Dudley would give
    on Saturdays before suggesting that they play Harry-Hunting.

    "I know you have no reason to like me," Regulus said. "Perhaps I have
    neglected my duty to you." He looked around, studying Harry's mice. "But I can only
    say, if my neglect was what drove you to this level of magical achievement at
    fifteen, it has had benign results."

    Harry only stared, and said nothing. He had no idea what Black would have expected
    him to say, in any case.

    "Or could it be that you don't know my brother was your godfather and I could
    therefore be said to have owed you a duty?" Black shifted in place on the couch and
    observed him. "No, that's not possible. I saw you at his grave that day."

    "You had no duty to me," said Harry. He had to speak now. "You weren't his
    friend."

    Black gave a blink as slow as the drift of steam from his tea. "That's a large
    assumption to make, isn't it? Since you don't know me, and you didn't know him."

    Harry felt a weaker jolt of the same kind of grief he did when someone referred
    carelessly to his parents. But at least Sirius was dead and had no idea what his own
    brother was saying about him.

    "You wrote a strange thing on his gravestone, and I know he ran away from your
    family and lived with my dad's family," Harry said. "That means that you can't have
    been close."

    "I was under the age of majority when Sirius left," said Black. "Much like you are
    now. There was nothing I could have done."

    Harry only stared at him. He could do all kinds of things, and look at
    the things everyone expected Neville to do. That was silly, Harry thought, to dismiss
    someone's abilities just based on them being a child.

    Black chuckled, for some reason. "I can feel the force of your doubt from here,"
    he said, and shook his head. "Well. Maybe I could have protested to my parents, but
    they forbade me to ever mention Sirius's name again. I would only have got in trouble
    for my actions." He hesitated. "I was a Slytherin, you know, not a Gryffindor. I had
    some sense of self-preservation."

    Harry looked back at him and said nothing that time, either. Someone who thought
    it was a horrible thing to be a Gryffindor was not going to be any help to
    him.

    The problem was, Harry wasn't sure how to get away from here if Black
    didn't help, or at least relent. He couldn't leave his mice behind, and the
    block of white light wouldn't shift no matter what he did, including kicking,
    twitching the muscles in his legs, and whispering incantations in his mind.

    Well, to be fair, he hadn't tried wandless Transfiguration yet. But he didn't want
    to show he could do that in front of Black, either.

    "I wonder what I should do with you," Black said. "These are the times I wish I
    was a Legilimens, so it would be easier to get information." He sighed and drank some
    more of his tea. "Or kept up on the news from Hogwarts. I wonder if you're a runaway
    or you left with their blessing."

    Harry knew his expression changed. He hadn't practiced enough lately at
    keeping it still. Black laughed like a delighted crow in response.

    "Should have known! Should have known!" He pointed his teacup at Harry. "Why did
    you run away, then? To break into my house, yes, I know that, but what else did you
    want to do?'

    Harry gritted his teeth. It seemed, as horrible as it was, he would have to say
    something to Black of his intentions. Maybe he disliked his Death Eater
    cousins, or was embarrassed by them. He might help Harry if only to get rid of the
    stain on his family.

    Or maybe he would help Harry because of this "duty" he'd talked about. If he was
    anything like Lupin, though, his guilt wouldn't be worth much.

    "I want to destroy the people who destroyed my parents. Now that they've broken
    out of Azkaban, I think I might be able to reach them. I came here to see if
    Bellatrix left anything behind that I could use to track her through the
    resonances."

    Black's eyes widened. Harry didn't know if it was just surprise or something else.
    He didn't think he had much chance of finding out.

    Black put his teacup down on the table beside him with an emphatic little clink.
    He shook his head and touched his temple like there was water in his ear. Harry knew
    that kind of touch. He used to do it after Dudley held his head in the tub for a
    while.

    "You're mad," Black said at last. "I wouldn't dare take Bellatrix on, even after
    the amount of years she spent in Azkaban. She's a far better duelist than most of the
    Death Eaters. And Rabastan is no slouch. I never saw Rodolphus fight." He peered at
    Harry. "And you thought you could walk in here and take something that used
    to belong to her?"

    "I thought I would try."

    Black watched him in silence for a time. Then he stood up and walked out of the
    room. Harry closed his eyes against the impulse to call out after him. He wanted out
    of this white block of light, yes, but so far it was less painful than many of the
    things that had happened to him.

    Besides, he had one ally who wasn't trapped in a block of light. Harry wasn't
    entirely sure that he could call to her from here, but he had told Mrs.
    Longbottom to go back and get Yar if he hadn't returned in an hour.

    And Yar had some training in crushing wand hands.

    Less than ten minutes had passed, though, when Black reappeared, carrying
    something in his hands that he frowned at. It was so dark and discolored on the back
    that Harry could only really see that it was round. Black came to a halt in front of
    Harry and considered first him and then the object, shaking his head.

    He finally turned it around. Harry stared at a dim reflection. Apparently it was
    an oval mirror, set in a bronze frame that made it seem as if Harry had ruffs and
    tendrils around his face that reminded him of a sea serpent's.

    "I haven't used this in a long time," Black said. "Neither did my parents. But
    Sirius looked up what it did and wrote down the instructions, and if he was right,
    then I should be able to use it to reveal something about you. At least enough to
    know what kind of madness makes you think you can defeat my cousin." He tapped his
    wand against the surface of the mirror, and Harry's reflection suddenly grew
    brighter, like it was lit up.

    "This is the Mirror of Snoitnetni," said Black. "And I call on it now, by ancient
    magic and the blood of my family, to reveal your true self. Harry Potter."

    The mirror gave a sudden, heavy chime that made Harry's breath taste sweet in his
    mouth. He jerked, thinking for a second that Black had released some potion fumes
    that might drug him.

    Instead, the mirror simply grew brighter and brighter, until Harry had to close
    his eyes. When he could open them again, Black was standing there with his eyebrows
    raised but his face otherwise maddeningly calm, the way it had been since Harry
    arrived.

    "Well, what do you know," he muttered. "It worked."

    He turned the mirror again. Harry could see that the carved frame had changed.
    Now, a small figure—who might have been him—with mice on its shoulders ran around
    with his wand aimed at twisted and tormented humans in front of him. A cat was
    bounding after them, too, and birds were flying from the other direction to claw at
    their eyes.

    His reflection had changed in some ways, given that it now looked as if the glass
    reflected a rippling pool of purple light around Harry's face, but he didn't know
    what that meant.

    "How in the world," Black asked, "did Lily and James Potter's child come
    to be someone who should have been Sorted into Slytherin? And can use Transfiguration
    like this? And wants to torture people? And cares about a few people and doesn't give
    a damn about the rest—including himself?" He touched the outer edge of the reflected
    ring in the mirror. "There's a special kind of light that appears here when someone's
    just a sadistic bastard and will sacrifice everyone else, but it's not present, not
    for you. You won't sacrifice those few people, but your own life is a tool that
    you'll give up if you think you need to. Who are you, Harry Potter?"

    Harry only looked back, and said nothing. There was a strange cadence to the
    heartbeat in his ears. Black had intuited some things about him, or read them from
    the mirror. It probably looked different to someone who wasn't reflected in it.

    Neville had told him a few things about the Mirror of Erised in first year. If
    someone could make a mirror that showed different people all sorts of heart's
    desires, then someone could make a mirror that only members of a certain family could
    read, Harry thought.

    "There shouldn't have been any room for you to become this person, from what I
    know about you." Black absently put the mirror on a nearby table and paced back and
    forth across the dim room a few times, his head bowed. "You had parents who weren't
    any of those things. I mean, Sirius told me a few times before he ran away that his
    friend James was good at Transfiguration, but that's not necessarily hereditary." He
    turned around with enough speed that Harry jumped inside the block of light. "And you
    visited Sirius's grave with McGonagall. And you must have learned a lot from her if
    you're that good with Transfiguration. She's not the sort of person, either." He ran
    his hand absently down the side of his robe to the pocket Harry thought held his wand
    now. "Who taught you to be so ruthless?"

    Harry didn't see the point in answering. He only had to wait the hour, and Mrs.
    Longbottom would go back and get Yar. And Yar would come and find Harry, if only
    because she was bored.

    "Oh, dear," said Black abruptly, and his eyebrows pulled together in a way that
    Harry also remembered seeing in portraits of Sirius. "Do you think I'm going to
    disapprove? Or try to kill you, or something like that?" He shook his head.
    "No. I find you fascinating, instead. I want some answers to my questions, and I
    won't let you go until I get them."

    Harry sat. He wished he could see a clock or had cast some spell that would tell
    him how much time had passed, because he honestly wasn't sure how much of a waiting
    period there might be.

    "I suppose adults have questions about you in general," Black murmured, sitting
    back on the couch across from Harry and regarding him. "After all, someone probably
    found out about you, or you wouldn't have left Hogwarts."

    Harry once again couldn't stop the reaction that jumped like a spark through him.
    It was stupid and he hated it, but there it was.

    "So." Black folded his hands in front of him. "Are you chased? Have you been
    expelled? But no, then you wouldn't have the wand. And I suspect someone brought you
    here by Apparating. You couldn't have come this far, this fast, on your own." Then he
    chuckled. "Although considering some of the other remarkable things that the mirror
    hinted you could do…"

    Harry only stared back. Did Black think flattering him was the right thing to do?
    Harry had never been susceptible to it.

    Black leaned forwards a few minutes later, tapping his fingers against his chin.
    "It would be easier if you would tell me on your own," he admitted. "But I can learn
    a lot about you just from the way you remain silent."

    Harry remained silent.

    "Most children wouldn't have the patience to do that," Black said. "They would
    have to do something. Wriggle around inside the block of light. Ask if they
    could go to the bathroom. Whine at me about when I was going to let them go. But
    you're in control of your reactions. It is fascinating."

    Harry sat.

    "Someone has formed you," Black said softly. He might have been speaking to the
    mirror or a portrait out of sight instead of Harry. "Trained you, I would say, except
    I don't think they knew what they were training you for." He shook his head. "And not
    McGonagall, and not your parents, and I can't think of any professor at Hogwarts who
    would produce this result.

    "Do you know Severus Snape?" Black added suddenly. "Quite an acquaintance of mine,
    at one time." He smiled as if something was amusing.

    Harry knew he reacted to the sound of Snape's name, too, but he tried to keep it
    down to a spurt of breathing or a tremor in his hands, nothing that would tell Black
    very much.

    "I see you do. But he wouldn't have trained you this way, either." Black shook his
    head slowly. "He sees potential in no discipline except Potions and Dark Arts. He
    never would learn how to use some of the simpler charms in battle, as if it
    was dishonor to do anything except the most elegant things. He couldn't have shaped
    and honed you in Transfiguration.

    "And if he had sensed your power and managed to overcome his innate prejudices, he
    wouldn't have let you go wandering like this. So. Not Severus."

    Black suddenly snapped his fingers and stood up. "The papers! Kreacher saved all
    the old papers from around that time, the ones with news of Sirius's death. I think
    he probably does some sort of ritual cursing of them when I'm not looking, but he
    does have them. I'll be right back," he added, as if Harry would have been worried,
    and strode out of the room.

    Harry tried once again to move his wand, or call his mice. But the blocks of white
    light remained frustratingly firm.

    Black was soon in the room again, sorting through a pile of old, yellowed
    Daily Prophets that made Harry sneeze. "Let's see, let's see," Black
    murmured, running his finger down a front page. Harry could see the people in the
    photograph there scowling at the finger. "No, that's only the mock trial held in
    absentia for Pettigrew." He tossed it aside and started reading the next one.

    Harry remained calm. The papers would only tell the story of his life up to the
    time he was one and a half. The life he wished had stayed the same, of
    course he wished it had, but nothing Black could use against him now.

    "Here it is," Black said suddenly. "Yes, I thought so. Huh. Leaving you
    with your mother's Muggle relatives…." He shifted and stared at Harry over the top of
    them. "They taught you well, didn't they? How?"

    "They didn't teach me," Harry said, unable to prevent himself. The quick
    coil of hatred in his belly at the thought that someone might think the Dursleys were
    responsible for his skills was too much. He tried to rein himself back again, because
    Black had smiled, and Harry wouldn't give him what he wanted. "They let me
    learn."

    "What kind of relatives would do that, I wonder?" Black's voice was very soft now,
    and he took his hands away from the paper entirely and watched Harry with a gaze so
    intent that it was like being poked with a bunch of sharp little twigs. "Even my
    parents taught me. Some of what they taught me was revolting, but they never
    neglected my education."

    "They were Muggles. They couldn't teach me anything about magic."

    "I didn't say they were teaching you about magic. They might have taught you the
    same kind of lessons that my family imparted to me."

    Harry stared at Black. Then he looked around the house. "But it's too big," he
    said, and Black blinked.

    "Another piece of the puzzle, then. How could they teach me about smallness or
    cold here? Or poverty? Did you grow up poor, Harry?" Harry tightened his fists at the
    sound of his name. "Or perhaps I should tell you that my mother was very good at
    cold, and it didn't matter how many fires she had the house-elves light."

    Harry only stared, and then shook his head a little. That could be true, he
    thought; he didn't see why Black would lie about it. But why would that make him want
    to help Harry? People who were afraid of being cold or hungry weren't sympathetic to
    other people.

    Harry should know.

    "Well, then. That makes me understand you much better." Black stood and walked
    towards him. "Not why you wanted to master Transfiguration specifically, but why you
    are the way you are, this cold and feral." He held up his wand. Harry bunched his
    muscles and watched. There was a chance—maybe not much of one, but it was there—that
    Harry would be faster than Black, because he'd had to be faster than Dudley.

    "But what does one do with a feral animal?" Black asked. Harry stayed silent, and
    Black added with a sigh, "That wasn't a rhetorical question. Now do answer it, or
    I'll start having a negative opinion of your intelligence."

    "Destroy it," Harry whispered.

    Black blinked hard. Then he said, "Good God, no." He turned his wand in a
    sharp downwards spiral, and the white light around Harry vanished. "Tame it. Make it
    useful and interesting, to itself as well as to other people."

    Harry tried to bolt off the couch. But in the moment before Black reached out and
    caught his arm, he saw it would be useless. There were still blocks of white light
    around every one of his mice, and even if Harry had been willing to abandon them,
    Black might have tortured them.

    Harry turned silently and quickly towards Black. He shot his claws and raked them
    hard across Black's arm. Black shouted in surprise and wrung his fingers.

    But he didn't let him go, which was the opposite experience Harry had had
    with everyone else who got a scratch, whether from him or Cross or his first kitten.
    He simply swung to the side and caught Harry against the arm of the couch, slamming
    him in the solar plexus and dazing him. Harry was still trying to catch his breath
    when he felt Black's wand come to rest in the middle of his throat.

    Harry held still, and waited. He would regret dying now, because that meant he
    wouldn't get the chance to heal his parents, but he wasn't afraid.

    "I want to help you," Black said. "Do call it a neglected duty if you'd like.
    That's certainly the way I'll present it. I thought my brother's godson was growing
    up in a loving home. Why not? Most people do. And then I thought he was just
    intelligent, not involved in something dangerous. But now I'm willing to step in and
    make sure that he grows up."

    Harry engaged in a bout of energetic but silent wriggling. If he could get his
    legs in the right position, he would still be able to kick, and with his extra
    muscles, there was the chance he could break Black's kneecap. He just needed to get
    hold of a wand, either his or Black's.

    "You've changed yourself a lot, haven't you?" Black dodged the kicks, his eyes
    wide and burning with something Harry thought wasn't anger. "Probably your legs as
    well as your claws. It's remarkable."

    He gave Harry a thoughtful glance. "And that's dangerous," he murmured. "Did no
    one tell you that? When you change yourself a lot, get yourself used to a number of
    different behaviors—although most people who experiment with human Transfiguration do
    it to others, not themselves—then you become more and more like an animal. Or the
    people you Transfigure do. Usually it's only one kind of animal. If you did
    the claws and gave yourself a pair on both hands and feet, you'd become more like a
    cat. But you're getting to be—what? Well, feral. The way you are."

    Harry just waited. Black had some motive, and in a little while, he would figure
    out what it was. Because of course that story Black had spun about looking after
    Sirius's godson wasn't true, only what he would say to people who asked.

    "The way you keep quiet could be a legacy of abuse," Black said. "Or it could be
    because animals don't talk, either." He shook his head. "You're already pretty far
    gone. You barely think of yourself as human anymore, do you?"

    Harry didn't say anything. Why should he? All of the animals he had known were
    better than most of the humans he had known.

    "You could achieve something, if you've done this much this young and you don't
    vanish into being a beast before you reach seventeen," said Black briskly. "So I'll
    make sure that you make something of yourself—other than a creature. Whether or not
    you want to."

    "That's not why you're doing this," Harry said.

    Black grinned. "No. But it sounds good, doesn't it? And as to the truth, I'm
    dreadfully bored. It's not much fun being the head of the Black family when
    your only family members are either in prison, dead, tiresome Muggle-lovers, or so
    occupied in making themselves Malfoys that they have no time for the family they were
    born into. And the social repercussions against doing whatever I want would be even
    more boring, and I haven't found any friends to entertain me in a while." He
    shrugged, his eyes lingering on Harry. "You'll be an amusing project, little cat. For
    a while."

    Harry didn't even think before he opened his mouth and hissed at Black. Black cast
    a spell that made Harry jerk back in surprise. It felt as if someone had flicked his
    nose, but Black's hand hadn't been anywhere near his face.

    "Tsk, tsk. A little too feisty for your own good." Black smiled at him like a dog.
    "Now, why don't you introduce me to the one who brought you here? Maybe they'll want
    to help."

  


  
    22. Longbottoms and Blacks
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    Chapter Twenty-Two—Longbottoms and Blacks

    "So you didn't manage to slip in without someone finding you after all. I'm
    disappointed, Potter."

    Harry looked at Mrs. Longbottom and then away. He had no idea what to say. Or if
    he could say anything that would make sense, with Black right behind him and one hand
    resting on Harry's shoulder as if he was a puppet Black had played with as a
    child.

    "Augusta Longbottom?" Black sounded no worse than mildly surprised. "You shouldn't
    blame him. He appeared to have no idea anyone was here." He shrugged. "You probably
    didn't, either, or you would have taken him somewhere else." He nudged Harry in the
    back of the neck, and Harry stumbled a step forwards before he could catch himself.
    Black wrapped an arm around his shoulders and beamed at Mrs. Longbottom. "And he's
    not a disappointment. He's someone who can change the world."

    Why does everyone who says things like that always think people want
    to change the world? Harry thought. Dumbledore had thought it, too, or at
    least he'd thought Harry was a danger to Hogwarts.

    Harry didn't want to change the "rules," or Hogwarts, or the world, or whatever
    they thought it was. He wanted to change two specific people's brains back to healthy
    ones, and he wanted to change two or three other people into shapeless masses. Those
    were the only transformations that mattered to him.

    "I care about the ways he can help Neville," said Mrs. Longbottom, and scowled at
    Black. "He can't if you're in tow."

    "That seems strangely heartless." Black shook Harry back and forth. "When he seems
    like a fine young man?"

    Mrs. Longbottom sniffed. "Mr. Potter knows exactly what I want and what my goals
    are." She turned back to Harry as if Black didn't exist. "Were you able to accomplish
    it?"

    Harry shook his head. He thought he should stay as silent as he could. He didn't
    really understand the history between the two adults. They might hate each other, or
    Black could like her and be laughing madly the way he always did, or Mrs. Longbottom
    might only care about the war the way she said she did.

    Either way, Harry didn't want to irritate one of them. Mrs. Longbottom was the one
    who had actually promised to help him, but Black had a hold on him and probably
    wouldn't let Harry go easily.

    "Then we must go somewhere else," said Mrs. Longbottom, with a frown. "Come here,
    Mr. Potter." She held out her arm the way she had when she'd Side-Along Apparated him
    to London.

    Harry tried to move forwards, and found Black still clutching him. Black clicked
    his tongue and shook his head. "Did you think you were going to walk away from me?
    Careful, Harry, or I might start thinking you're as much of a disappointment as
    Augusta here does."

    Harry blinked, and still said nothing. He hadn't been in a situation that puzzled
    him this much since Professor McGonagall had first come to deliver his Hogwarts
    letter. Waiting and watching, he thought, were the best things he could do.

    Black continued, in a faux cheerful voice, "I might be able to tell you exactly
    how to track Bellatrix down. We could use blood, which is the faster way and doesn't
    require the tricky magic that resonances do. But of course, you would have to accept
    me as an ally for your journey."

    Then he wrinkled his nose and looked away from Mrs. Longbottom to give Harry a
    slightly terrifying smile. "Well, she would have to accept me as an ally.
    You would have to accept me more as a mentor."

    Harry stared at him, and still said nothing. He didn't think Black was an
    expert in Transfiguration. And following Harry around and laughing at him wouldn't
    make Black a mentor in anything, either. Why in the world did he want to come
    along?

    "Oh, you should know the reason for this," Black scolded, kneeling down in front
    of Harry and putting his hands on Harry's shoulders. He sounded soft and
    affectionate, but Harry could see his eyes gleaming. That would have made him stop
    believing in the pretense if he'd ever started. "You're fascinating. I won't
    let someone who interests me slip away when they're so rare."

    He paused. The laughter died in his eyes. Harry still waited, and still didn't
    trust him. He was starting to think that nothing Black did or said could be trusted
    unless Harry could figure out the way it benefited him.

    "And it's strange to say this," Black mused, "because it's more the kind of thing
    my brother would say. Or at least someone who had an interest in educating young
    people, which I've never had.

    "But I do think you have potential going untapped. It might be interesting to tap
    it." Black stood up and smiled down at Harry. "At the very least, I've never tried
    teaching. I can try it until it bores me."

    Harry again said nothing. He didn't know what reaction Black wanted out of him. A
    proclamation that he was going to do something because he was bored didn't make him
    sound much better than Snape, and Black had acted like he despised the Potions
    master. But Harry supposed someone mad enough to want to work with him when he had no
    stake in Harry's success could change his mind about despising bored teachers,
    too.

    "Now." Black turned to face Mrs. Longbottom. "What is the boy's situation with
    regard to Hogwarts?'

    Mrs. Longbottom peered at Harry. "You can't contrive some way to get rid of
    him?"

    "Not yet," Harry said, when he realized her stare was going to continue until he
    said something.

    Mrs. Longbottom only nodded gloomily, not looking surprised. "Fine, then. The boy
    ran away. Dumbledore found out about his Transfiguration skills and wants to
    supervise him, or have him on his side of the war." She glanced once at Harry, and
    then added, maybe because of something she'd found in his face, "He also fired spells
    at him when he was flying on his broom. Mr. Potter feels, rightly, that Dumbledore is
    too consumed in his side of the war to care much about whether a single student is a
    Death Eater, as long as they don't force the issue by showing their skills in front
    of him."

    Black had raised his eyebrows. "I'm surprised Albus's thoughts turned in that
    direction. Wouldn't he be prejudiced for a Gryffindor, and Lily and James
    Potter's son?"

    "Mr. Potter is in Ravenclaw, not Gryffindor," said Mrs. Longbottom. "And I suspect
    that Albus has forgotten about James and Lily. A lot of people do."

    Black grinned at Harry. "You couldn't fool the Hat that badly, then? It
    insisted on putting you somewhere else than the House most people would have thought
    you destined for?"

    Harry turned his head away. He had nothing to say to Black.

    "It just gets more and more interesting," Black said cheerfully, and glanced at
    Mrs. Longbottom. "So Albus hasn't raised that much of a protest against the
    disappearance of a single Ravenclaw. Does he think Harry's going to come back to him
    of his own free will?"

    "I think he believes that," said Mrs. Longbottom, and shrugged, and looked at
    Harry. "But you still want to find the Lestranges and punish them for what happened
    to your parents, right, Mr. Potter?"

    Harry nodded. Mrs. Longbottom understood him better than Black, he thought. Black
    could come up with all sorts of metaphors, but Mrs. Longbottom was the one who stuck
    close to the goals, the only adult who would help him with what he needed to do.

    "Then we should go," said Mrs. Longbottom briskly. "Which of the other Black
    properties would have some of Bellatrix's property we could take, Black?"

    Black only shook his head, in the slow, amazed way that some of the Muggles used
    to do whenever they compared Harry to Dudley. "Didn't I tell you I would let Harry
    use my blood to track Bellatrix down? You aren't going to need access to the other
    properties. Or the resonances." He glanced suddenly at Harry. "Except one property.
    You are going to stay with me, Harry."

    "No, I'm not," Harry said. He still thought it would have been stronger to stay
    silent, but the protest was more or less forced from him. Black would probably think
    he agreed, otherwise.

    "Of course he is not," said Mrs. Longbottom. "Whatever you think you're doing,
    Black, you won't let him fight the war from inside your house."

    "You do make me sick," said Black, in so casual a tone that it took Harry a second
    to realize what he'd said.

    Mrs. Longbottom only opened her mouth, and then paused. "You have a lot to learn
    about tact and diplomacy with your natural allies, Black," she said.

    "I don't think you're my ally," said Black. "I don't even think you're Harry's
    ally. All you care about is bringing the Dark Lord down, and in a way that will spare
    your grandson's life. Harry's a convenient way to do that, isn't he? He'll at least
    destroy a few powerful Death Eaters for you. Never mind if he loses his own life in
    the process. Never mind that it shouldn't be his duty. You'll still help him
    destroy himself."

    That isn't the way it is, Harry thought, more than a little incredulous.
    He'd thought Black was intelligent, if annoying, but the way he had phrased things
    was stupid.

    "And I suppose you'll help him out of the goodness of your heart, Black?"

    "I'll help him because he was my brother's godson," said Black, and looked down at
    Harry with a soulful expression that Harry immediately distrusted. "I know
    Sirius would want me to keep him alive."

    "I won't kill him." Mrs. Longbottom's voice was clipped. "Once again, you forget
    your place, Black."

    "I haven't forgotten that since my brother died during the war and I found myself
    really in the role that my parents had designated me for," Black replied,
    which made no sense to Harry. He turned and smiled at Harry. "You want to stay alive,
    don't you, Harry? You don't want Death Eaters to kill you—and they will
    target you if you kill my dear cousin and her in-laws—and you don't want to die
    because you don't understand how Transfiguration is affecting you."

    "I would prefer not to die," Harry conceded, in the face of one of those silences
    that made him feel he had to answer the question. "But there's no reason for
    you to put yourself out, sir. I've been doing well enough on my own."

    "Oh Harry, Harry, such a twisted definition," Black said, and reached
    out. Harry would have dodged, except the hand was too high for Black to cast a curse
    at him or grab and hurt him. He was astonished when Black ruffled his hair.

    "There are too many other people who haven't done right by this child," Black
    explained earnestly to Mrs. Longbottom, who was watching them with no expression on
    her face. "I want to make sure that he at least survives. It would be a problem if he
    died too early, wouldn't it?"

    Mrs. Longbottom didn't say anything, either. Harry wasn't sure if she was confused
    by Black, too, or just didn't agree. He thought, for her, it would be okay if he
    died, as long as he spared Neville some of the work he had to do because of being the
    Boy-Who-Lived.

    "Maybe not for you, either," said Black, with the same odd tone in his voice that
    he'd had when Harry spoke of destroying feral animals. He looked at Harry. "I can see
    that we're going to have an uphill struggle, you and I."

    "Can you help me destroy Bellatrix or not?" Harry asked. He thought maybe he could
    work with Black and put up with his odd notions, the way he'd put up with Professor
    McGonagall's attempts to help him with the Dursleys. "If you can, then I'll do some
    of what you want."

    "Such a concession." Black put his hand over his heart. "I feel honored to win it,
    though," he added quickly.

    Harry turned back to Mrs. Longbottom. "You won't tell Dumbledore or Professor
    McGonagall where I am, will you?"

    Mrs. Longbottom shook her head, although her eyes moved back and forth from Harry
    to Black. "Are you thinking of going with him, Mr. Potter? I don't think he'll help
    you. In the end, Bellatrix is still his cousin, and he won't want you to kill
    her."

    "If you knew what family means to a Black, then you would know how ridiculous that
    idea is," Black said.

    Harry shrugged. "At the moment, I think it's for the best, Mrs. Longbottom. I
    still get to do what I need to do this way, and I don't think Black is going to let
    me walk away."

    "No, I'm not," Black agreed almost happily.

    Mrs. Longbottom spent a moment more tapping her fingers on her folded arms. Then
    she nodded and said to Harry, "I will write to you. I need to know more about your
    plans to determine how much I should tell Neville, if he asks. I'll send your eagle
    and your possessions to you." And she turned and Apparated away.

    "Your eagle?" Black already had a hand on Harry's shoulder as if he thought he
    would Apparate away, even though Harry didn't know how. "Is this another Ravenclaw
    you convinced to come along with you? Or do you have an eagle-owl?"

    Harry only stared at Black, wondering why in the world he was babbling like this.
    "Neither," he said. "I have an eagle."

    Black shot a swift glance at the mice that had climbed back onto Harry's shoulders
    and hair once he released them from the blocks of white light. "Transfigured? That's
    an interesting choice. Why an eagle? It would be less noticeable to have an owl."

    "An eagle can help in battle, and I know the methods of training one." Harry tried
    to shrug off Black's hand. It tightened. It annoyed Harry that Black seemed to think
    he would run or turn and claw him. Harry already knew those things wouldn't work, so
    why try them? "An owl can only deliver post, and I don't know how to teach them to do
    that."

    "You're so interesting," Black said, and then paused. Harry stared back,
    not having any idea what was the matter now.

    "And there are some things I need to teach you," Black announced. "About living
    with a Black, and in a house like a proper person. Come on." He turned and propelled
    Harry, without really squeezing his shoulder, up the stairs and back into Number
    Twelve.

    Harry grimaced as he went. He only hoped it would be actual training and
    not just more cryptic remarks and laughter.

    Although, he had to admit, it was Black's sincere remarks and not his cryptic ones
    that made him cringe. They seemed to mean he wanted to improve Harry or
    something.

    

    Neville took a deep breath and reached up to stroke Dapple. Then he leaned against
    the wall and closed his eyes.

    He wanted to cry. He really wanted to. But that would mean Snape would
    see the memory the next time Neville had an Occlumency lesson, and…

    Neville couldn't bear that.

    Dapple purred and wound back and forth around his neck, rubbing his fur against
    Neville's cheeks. Neville kept quiet and stroked him. He knew, if he commanded Dapple
    to do it, the kitten would try to sneak up on Snape and kill him in his sleep.

    But Neville wasn't that brave. Or that twisted, he supposed. That kind of thing
    was like something Harry would have done.

    Professor McGonagall had called Neville to her office after Harry had disappeared
    and explained a little of the situation to him. Neville was—shocked was putting it
    mildly. He thought Professor McGonagall had wanted to know if he had anything to
    reveal about Harry's destination, from the way she kept looking at him over her
    glasses and mentioning his grandmother's name.

    But Neville didn't. He hadn't known Harry would run. He still didn't know exactly
    what had prompted it. Professor McGonagall talked about dangerous Transfigurations,
    but all Neville knew was that Harry had done that kind of thing for years and he
    didn't seem to be any the worse for it. If she wanted to tell him something else,
    then maybe Neville would have believed her.

    On the other hand, maybe not. Harry was his friend. They were too rare and
    precious, especially now that three-quarters of the school thought he was lying about
    Voldemort, for Neville to just turn his back on.

    He stood up, slowly. He would get over this and go on. He would go up to
    Gryffindor Tower and study the books on Occlumency Hermione had found. Snape kept
    insisting that you couldn't learn Occlumency out of a book, that you just "cleared
    your mind" and did it that way, but Hermione thought you could learn
    anything out of a book.

    Neville thought that, this time, he would rather believe Hermione.

    As he made his way up through the corridors to the Tower, with his head pounding
    and his scar burning like someone had plunged a brand into it, Neville thought again
    of the one person he would most like to hear from and believe right now.

    Where are you, Harry?

    

    "What is this I hear about a Transfiguration prodigy, Severus? One who fled from
    Dumbledore and has wrapped himself in secrecy?"

    Severus rose to his feet from his deep bow in front of the Dark Lord and wondered
    for a moment who the spy was. Then he dismissed the notion. There were several
    Marked, older Slytherin students, and the Dark Lord might have learned about Potter
    from any one of them. Dumbledore had kept the matter quiet enough that not all
    students knew about it, but plenty had seen something, whether or not they
    chose to come forwards.

    "His name is Harry Potter, my Lord," Severus murmured. "The son of the man and
    woman the Lestranges—tortured." He didn't know how much nearer to approach the idea
    that the Dark Lord had been blasted into nothingness by Neville Longbottom at the
    same time. The Dark Lord's rage over the mere mention of the Longbottom brat
    could make him torture anyone in the same room.

    "The Mudblood woman who was your friend."

    Severus permitted himself a bitter smile. What he was about to say was nothing
    less than the absolute truth. "Was, my Lord. There's nothing left of her,
    now. I did go to visit her in St. Mungo's once. A drooling wreck…" He broke off and
    shook his head.

    He hated that he'd made that visit, and not because he'd thought the Dark Lord
    would return someday and perhaps discern some sympathy for Lily from it. It was
    because he had stared at James Potter, who couldn't even return his gaze, and not
    felt the same satisfaction from it that he had always thought he would.

    An enemy who was not either dead while you were alive, or alive enough to
    appreciate your triumph, was a useless enemy.

    "And where did he become so proficient at Transfiguration?"

    "Apparently by practicing on his own." Severus hesitated, but sooner or later,
    someone would probably tell the Dark Lord of this if Severus didn't do it, and
    Severus was the only one who could properly soften the blow. "He also learned the
    Memory Charm. He Obliviated me after a battle we had in the rooms of the
    Defense Against the Dark Arts professor in his third year."

    The Dark Lord leaned slowly forwards. The room of the house he stood in was dusty,
    the furniture broken, but that didn't matter when he was the one who made
    his surroundings royal, instead of the other way around.

    "A battle? A duel?"

    "Of sorts," Severus admitted. "He had spoiled some of my potions the previous
    year. I had brewed a potion to figure out who did it, and once I discovered it was
    the Potter brat, I went to confront him. He fought me with Transfigured animals, and
    then Obliviated me so I could tell no one."

    "A weakness, that," the Dark Lord said, and his mouth twitched in what was
    probably a smile, although Severus had never realized how hard it was to see that
    someone was smiling when you couldn't see their lips. "If one hides one's talents,
    one must always fear discovery."

    Severus said nothing. He knew how opposite the situation had been for his Lord.
    Word of his talents had spread among many people before he openly revealed
    himself, and they had kept his secrets for the pleasure and privilege of being in the
    know.

    "And now the boy has discovery, if only from Dumbledore." The Dark Lord laced his
    fingers together. "What do you think the chances are of our swaying the boy to our
    side, Severus?"

    "Negligible, my Lord," Severus said, shaking his head. "He thinks constantly of
    his parents; whenever I read his mind, he was thinking of them. He will not make
    peace with people who destroyed them."

    "And yet, you did, Severus."

    Severus met the Dark Lord's eyes fearlessly. He was confident in the strength of
    his shields, and besides, some days he was no longer certain what side he served. "I
    did, my Lord. But I had the advantage of knowing you as you rose to power, and you
    could offer me freedom and a chance for revenge."

    "We can offer the boy nothing?"

    The Dark Lord's voice had gone soft, and that was very dangerous. But Severus knew
    that backtracking and lying about what they could offer Potter would result in more
    suffering for him in the end. He stood his ground, and answered calmly, "I don't
    think so, my Lord. He wants freedom from Dumbledore. He has that. He can study
    Transfiguration on his own. He was never a Slytherin and thus never received offers
    of recruitment from our House, or tales of your glory, either. I cannot see why we
    should invest any level of effort in him."

    "Powerful wizards should be courted, Severus. And I understood that he was friends
    with my…nemesis, as well."

    Severus nodded tightly as the Dark Mark burned a little. He hoped that Longbottom
    was at least writhing in pain, wherever he was. "Yes, my Lord. Closer to him than to
    most others, although that isn't a huge statement, given that both Potter and
    Longbottom lack many close friends."

    "He might have use as a hostage, then." The Dark Lord waved one hand. "See what
    you can learn of him from Longbottom's mind, Severus. In the meantime, listen for
    rumors. Track them if they come to you."

    "My Lord," Severus murmured, sinking into a crouch again, and then turned and left
    when the Dark Lord glanced his dismissal. His gut trembled as he stalked through the
    corridors towards the room set aside for Apparating.

    He did not wish to be in charge of drawing Potter to the Dark. His
    interest was even less than Potter's in being part of such an enterprise.

    Nor did he think himself capable of finding where Potter had gone to ground, if
    Dumbledore with all his resources could not.

    But he would have to, because what the Dark Lord commanded, his Death Eaters
    did.

    Severus did feel a brief flicker of longing. If things had been different, if Lily
    had survived and James had not, if the Potter brat had died, even if the Potter brat
    had been a Slytherin and not obsessed with his parents and Transfiguration, then
    Severus's life would be much easier.

    But he had his task, and he would succeed in it or die.

    If part of his own reluctance to find and face the Potter brat again was fear…

    That was not something a Death Eater admitted, either. Particularly not to
    himself. Severus buried it and Apparated back to Hogsmeade to give his report to
    Dumbledore.
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    Chapter Twenty-Three—The House of Black

    Black wanted many things, Harry thought, most of them strange and
    self-contradictory.

    He put Harry in the middle of a magnificent library with huge bookshelves and even
    bigger piles of dust. Then he shook his head when Harry tried to use his wand—Black
    said he could, since the old spells on the house would mask the Trace—to clean up the
    dust. "No, I'm not having you do any chores. I have a notion those Muggles gave you
    too much already."

    "It wouldn't be chores if I could use magic," Harry said.

    He sounded, he thought, calm and reasonable. Certainly calmer than Yar, who had
    come flying in two mornings ago with a thunderous clap of wings and eyes gone
    irredeemably wild. She'd flown around the dining room and shattered two large crystal
    vases Black owned when she tried to perch on them.

    Black had only laughed, which was something Harry knew no other adult would have
    done. Well, maybe Professor McGonagall would have come close. But she would be
    concerned about him at the same time.

    Most of the time, Black acted as if he didn't care, either, except about things
    like Harry showing up on time for meals and not being rude to him. Then he would do
    things like this.

    "But there are house-elves to clean up the dust," said Black, and snapped his
    fingers. Harry jumped when the house-elf appeared.

    He wore a thick towel around his waist, and his scowl was so dark that Harry
    almost thought the elf considered him another thing, like the dust, to sweep up. But
    instead, he looked intently at Harry's claws, and his eyes, and sniffed. "Kreacher
    was not knowing about other creature in house," he whispered harshly.

    "Yes, yes, Kreacher, I know," said Black. "Just clean up the library, there's a
    good fellow."

    The elf bowed low. "Kreacher is doing whatever Master Black desires. Master Black
    is pure and is not lowering himself to consorting with filth—"

    "Yes, and I'm a good boy, my mother's pride and joy," Black said, with a sigh.
    Harry thought it was the first real sigh he'd heard. "Get to work, Kreacher."

    To Harry, it seemed that the elf only clapped his hands, and the dust blew up and
    marched out the door. Harry blinked. That would be a neat trick to learn.

    But no one offered to teach him. Kreacher disappeared again once the dust was
    gone, and Black nodded to the books and then left the library. Harry looked up at the
    shelves. What did Black think he would research? Ways to get rid of the Lestranges?
    Harry already knew what he wanted to do to them.

    Then he took down the first one of the books, and found that it was all about the
    history of the House of Black.

    He pulled down another book. A biography of someone called Phineas Nigellus Black,
    who Harry assumed had been important.

    Books on manners. Books on culture as defined in the House of Black. Books on
    raising children, wizarding robe fashion, distinguishing Muggles from wizards,
    hunting magical creatures.

    All of them had the Black coat of arms on the front. Harry had already seen that
    in numerous places around the house, carved into walls and furniture and mirror
    frames, and gleaming in gilt from the backs of old tapestries turned into rags. The
    part of the tapestry that bore the coat of arms had never disintegrated, for some
    reason.

    Harry shook his head once he had the contents of three entire shelves spread out
    on the table. What did Black expect him to do with this? There wouldn't be anything
    about Bellatrix Lestrange in these books, because they were too old. And there didn't
    seem to be anything about the Lestrange family, either.

    Harry turned and walked towards the door. He would leave the books out. More than
    likely, Kreacher would take care of them.

    There was a sharp shimmer of light as he neared the door, and something white and
    fuzzy appeared in front of him. It growled. Harry kept walking.

    The white thing grew solid and crouched on the floor inside the doorway, staring
    hungrily at him. Harry sent a few of his mice forwards to investigate. They should be
    able to dodge before the thing started snapping them up, if it was real.

    Sure enough, they had to dodge, because the thing's neck extended and its jaws
    clamped down on air. Harry called the mice back. He heard the beast's teeth snapping.
    He wouldn't risk his animals near it.

    The beast flexed its clawed feet into the wood once it saw that Harry wasn't
    coming close to it. Harry watched the scratches that appeared in the floor, and tried
    to think.

    Why would Black think it was so important for Harry to stay here? Of course, he
    was mental, and this could be his way of punishing Harry for having the gall to break
    into his house in the first place. Or maybe he was curious about how good Harry was
    at Transfiguration, and expected him to Transfigure his way past the creature
    somehow.

    Harry wouldn't do that without more reassurance that the beast wouldn't hurt his
    creatures, though. He turned away and sat down at the table, listening to the
    scraping and huffing sounds behind him.

    They didn't stop until he opened a book. But then Harry glanced over his shoulder
    and realized that, yes, the beast was gone. When he pushed the chair back and started
    to stand up, the white outlines of the shape appeared again, and Harry heard a faint
    snarl that was muffled by what sounded like walls.

    Again, sitting down and opening the biography of Phineas Nigellus Black made the
    thing vanish.

    Harry shook his head. Did Black want him to appreciate the family Sirius had come
    from? It was too late for that. Harry would have liked to hear more about Sirius, but
    other than that, his family was his parents. His only interest in Blacks lay in the
    ones that he could destroy.

    But he picked a few of the books and skimmed them anyway. There wasn't much about
    Transfiguration or Lestranges or even Dark Arts in them. The Blacks liked to talk
    about themselves, though. Harry thought he could have learned the location of a
    Gringotts vault or two if he'd paid enough attention.

    If he'd cared.

    Harry lost track of time; the important thing was that whenever he glanced over
    his shoulder, the shadow of the white beast was still there. Well, until he glanced
    over and Black was there instead.

    "You can come to lunch, Harry," said Black, and smiled at him. "Did you enjoy your
    history lesson?"

    Harry shrugged. He didn't know why Black had wanted him to learn it. He controlled
    the impulse to push past Black and down the stairs, and only walked down them towards
    the full formal dining room.

    "I asked you a question."

    Harry turned his head. "What are you going to do if I don't answer it?" It was a
    question he should have asked earlier, he thought. He knew what the Dursleys would
    do, and the professors at Hogwarts, but not Black.

    "I'm going to assume that you're slipping into the silence of the beast again, and
    add even more human therapy," Black said promptly.

    Harry turned to stare at him. "This was therapy?"

    "You can think of it that way. I think of it that way." Black smiled at
    him. "I doubt the Healers at St. Mungo's would appreciate it. But maybe I'll write up
    something about this when it's done and submit it to them. It could be a foundation
    of a new kind of care. 'Hauling Someone Back to Being Human Whether They Want To or
    Not.'"

    Harry only slowly shook his head. "Is this about Sirius?" he asked. "Or your
    boredom? Or something else?"

    Black turned so he was walking down the stairs backwards, and watched Harry with
    the kind of expert, appraising eye that Dudley used to use when he was calculating
    how long he could torment Harry before the end of the school day. "It can be about
    many things at once, Harry. It doesn't have to be just one. Did no one ever teach you
    that?"

    Harry chose to look away again. If being silent made him look feral and frustrated
    Black, that was a good thing. Black would probably get tired of him before he made
    any changes and let him go in time. Everyone except Professor McGonagall and Neville
    and Terry got bored of him in time.

    "I suppose they didn't," said Black, and bounded down the stairs, facing forwards
    again. "Come on, now. We don't want to be late to lunch."

    Since there was never anyone but the two of them and sometimes Harry's mice at the
    meals, Harry didn't understand why, but he walked faster. The dining room was
    magnificent and gloomy and Black lit more candles with a careless wave of his wand,
    then sat down at the chair next to Harry's, even though there was no place setting
    there.

    Harry looked at it, and didn't say anything.

    "You could ask a question," Black chided as he floated the plate and the cutlery
    over in front of him and took a huge bite of the roasted chicken waiting for them. He
    sighed, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and continued. "I think that's one of the most
    worrying aspects, a sign of how far along the animal road you were. You're silent too
    much of the time. A normal child would ask questions and permission. Or at least say
    something about manners or the way he ate at home. You never do."

    Harry shrugged and started eating the chicken himself. He didn't think he would
    get a straight answer to his questions anyway, so there was no point in asking them.
    Look what Black had done with the one on the stairs.

    "Harry?"

    He nodded, but Black shook his head and muttered, "We need to train you to be
    verbal. Answer me aloud, please."

    It's just like Snape doing stupid things in Potions, Harry thought, as he
    swallowed. Get through it, and sooner or later Black will have to let you go, the
    same way Snape had to let you out of detentions eventually. "Yes, Mr.
    Black?"

    "Better," said Black, although his eyes had narrowed a little. "But you can call
    me Regulus. There's really no one alive who calls me by my last name now, except
    people who want to sell me something in Diagon Alley. And I don't think you want me
    considering you a shopkeeper."

    Harry shook his head, and then saw Black frowning at him again. He said, "No,
    R-Regulus." It was strange to use a first name for someone he didn't like or trust.
    True, he used the Dursleys' first names when he was around them, but most of the time
    they were just "the Dursleys" to him, a bunch of formless lumps like mashed
    potatoes.

    "Better again." Black smiled at him. "You can learn. I find it remarkable that no
    one has divined that about you yet, Harry, and tried to pull you back onto the human
    road."

    This time, Harry didn't think that one needed an answer. He ate a few more bites
    of chicken and had more of the soup—some kind of bisque—without taking his eyes off
    Black, though.

    Black sighed. "There's so much I want to know!" he said, whining like Harry was
    holding a toy out of his reach. "Why did no one else ever see how feral you are? Why
    did no one else try to turn you off this path? I can't believe that Minerva wouldn't
    try, if she knew."

    He looked so unblinkingly at Harry that he reminded him of a snake. Harry looked
    away and said, "She didn't know until just before I ran."

    "So you did conceal it," Black muttered, and shook his head. "I wondered,
    because I figured out something was wrong when I confronted you, but if no one else
    ever held you for a time and had the opportunity to study you…"

    Harry drank some of the water that had a faint creamy tinge to it, not sure what
    to respond. Black made him sound like one of the experimental animals that he'd read
    once were held in the Department of Mysteries.

    Then again, why would it be a bad thing to be that? To be an animal?

    "Tell me what the Muggles did to you."

    Harry drew back a little. He didn't understand why Black was constantly leaping
    from subject to subject, unless it was just to disconcert him. "I don't want to do
    that, Mr. Black."

    Black wagged a finger, and at the same time, Harry felt the sensation of one
    tapping his nose, from one of those spells Black was so fond of that could reach
    across the table. Harry jumped and hissed.

    "Why not?" Black turned and lounged sideways in his chair. "You must know that I'm
    not going to run out and blab all the details to the papers."

    "The papers wouldn't care that much about me, anyway." Harry thought he might as
    well end any thoughts Black did have of doing that. "I'm not the
    Boy-Who-Lived, just his friend. And I haven't done anything noteworthy."

    "Nothing that you told anybody." Black cocked his head. "That's another
    thing I can't figure out. Why wouldn't you ask for help from your Transfiguration
    professor? She wouldn't approve once she saw the claws and all the rest of it, but at
    the same time, it was clear that you didn't know they would turn you feral. So there
    must be some other reason you were hiding it. What is it?"

    Harry pushed his plate away and sat in silence. Black was easily bored, he'd said
    that himself. That meant he had to jump to another subject soon.

    Black cast the nose-flicking charm again. Harry bared his teeth, and Black
    chuckled. "Answer the question. And call me Regulus. In fact, answer both questions.
    The one about your relatives and what they did to you."

    "I can't do that without sounding pathetic," Harry said, which was one of the main
    reasons he was keeping it to himself.

    Black blinked at that. "Why would you sound pathetic?"

    "Because most of what they did to me isn't bad," said Harry. He winced as he
    forced the words out of his mouth, but on the other hand, there was always the chance
    that Black would get tired of him precisely because he sounded like a
    pathetic child. "Isn't that bad, I mean. I knew it wasn't normal. It wasn't
    the way they treated Dudley."

    "Dudley?"

    "My cousin." Harry took another spoonful of soup, to see if that would affect
    Black's desire to talk to him at all, but Black only put his elbow on the table in a
    patient sort of way. Harry had to swallow and go on. "I knew that most people didn't
    sleep in a cupboard or not get much food or get told they were freaks. But it wasn't
    as bad as using an Unforgivable Curse on me or beating me up all the time."

    "They couldn't curse you anyway, they're Muggles." Black was studying him as if
    hypnotized. "Is that the main reason you keep quiet about it? Because you think
    you'll sound pathetic?"

    Harry shrugged. Most of the reason he kept quiet about it was because, frankly, it
    was no one's business. And the abuse by itself was nothing compared to the burden
    Neville carried. He didn't go around whining all the time, even when he was
    frightened. Harry thought the least he could do was keep quiet about something that
    wasn't even happening right now. Lord Dudders was chasing Neville all the
    time.

    "Harry? I need an answer."

    "No," Harry finally said. "The main reason I keep quiet is because no one
    ever believed me when I did complain, and I could live without people making fun of
    me."

    Black frowned as though struggling to understand something. "I didn't know Muggles
    made fun of people who were hurt as children."

    Harry thought of the impossible things he would have to explain: all the children
    at his primary school who Dudley had persuaded to hate him, and Uncle Vernon and his
    first kitten, and the way that other adults would listen to the Dursleys and decide
    that Harry was too much to bother with. He shrugged.

    "That shrug is going to get tiresome very soon."

    Harry eyed Black without moving. There was no way that he could do anything else.
    Black hadn't asked a question, and Harry was not going to talk about some of
    the other things the Dursleys had done.

    Black aimed his wand without much movement of his arm, calm and proper. "Harry,"
    he said.

    Harry hissed to relieve some of his tension, and said, "They believed the Dursleys
    when they said I was freakish. It was easier to believe them than think the Dursleys
    were the freaks, I suppose."

    "Very good," Black said unexpectedly. He put his wand down. Harry stared at him
    and blinked, and Black chuckled. "It heartens me that you can say that kind of thing
    about your supposed guardians. It means that you're not broken, as I thought you
    were, down into some kind of spineless mess."

    Harry just blinked and didn't move. Was Black serious? He thought Harry would turn
    into a spineless mess from discussing the Dursleys? Preferring not to discuss them
    was different from being spineless.

    "You can blame them," Black said, and lounged back with his feet up on the table
    and a confident smile on his face. Harry couldn't help but look at the scuff marks
    his feet were making on the table's wood. Black ignored that. "That means you're not
    damaged for life, either. You can put the blame in the right direction. When you said
    that you didn't tell people about your Muggles because you didn't want to be thought
    pathetic, I thought you blamed yourself for setting them off somehow."

    "No," Harry said. "They hated me because of the way I was born. There's nothing
    you can do with people who hate you for that. Trying to convince them otherwise was a
    waste of time."

    Black paused, and one of his boots, which he'd started to raise like he'd cross
    his legs, dropped down with a thump. "So there was a time when you blamed yourself
    and tried to fit in with them."

    "Yes. Does that make me worse in your eyes?"

    Black shook his head. "No. Only that you're still so young, and you grew out of
    that stage so quickly." He tilted his head, holding Harry's eyes in a way that only
    Yar usually did. "I would have thought that most children like you would still be in
    it, holding out for one scrap of affection."

    "I'm not."

    "Yes," Black said. He had gone back to his frown. "Although I think it
    did affect you. You went from wanting your relatives to like you to thinking
    no one would."

    Harry blinked slowly. "My mice do. My eagle does. My cat does."

    Black shook his head. "Animals, Harry. Not people. I told you about the dangers of
    becoming an animal yourself before." He paused. "And we come back to the question of
    why you never told Minerva about your interest in Transfiguration and sought her help
    to become better."

    "I did," Harry said. "I talked to her about books, and she gave me some. And she
    told me I was a talented student. And she taught me the theory of the Wild."

    "Theory? The Wild is all around us. For everyone who can feel it."

    "I know," Harry said, responding before he thought about it. "I feel it all the
    time. Every time I do a Transfiguration," he added, when he saw Black peering at him
    curiously again.

    "That's strange," said Black, but he didn't explain why it was strange. It's
    predictable, the first time I want to talk about something, he won't pursue it,
    Harry thought in exasperation. "And no, none of the things the Muggles did to you are
    normal. But it's not right to become an animal to escape the consequences of what
    they did."

    Harry said nothing. That wasn't what had happened, and Black thinking it was was
    just another sign of how much he didn't understand Harry.

    "I wonder," said Black, staring off into the distance. Then he shook his head and
    stood up. "I'll take you to the house where Bellatrix spent most of her childhood
    tonight. I want to show you the difference between trying to use the resonances and
    trying to use blood magic."

    Harry stood slowly, thrown. None of the other adults he knew would change their
    minds this much, or at least they would provide some sign of what had made
    them change their minds. Professor McGonagall and Mrs. Longbottom probably would have
    explained.

    "That's what you wanted, isn't it?" Black added, watching Harry now only from one
    eye, peering out from behind that curtain of dark hair. He was examining the peaches
    on his plate with the other eye, frowning in disgust. "To track down my dear cousin
    and kill her as painfully as possible?"

    Not kill her. Destroy her. That was another thing Harry couldn't say,
    because he knew about loyalty to family. Black might think he would want to destroy
    Bellatrix until he saw Harry torturing her, and then he would probably intervene.

    But Harry nodded anyway.

    "Good, then," Black said. "It occurs to me that you've been keeping your side of
    the bargain by staying with me and telling the truth, but I've done nothing to help
    you with your goal. Now you'll see that."

    Harry walked slowly away from the table. Black had changed tactics again, he
    thought. This was meant to make Harry confess something.

    He didn't know what, though. Because Harry couldn't be pressured to confess
    anything if he wasn't with Black. He could spend time away from him building up his
    defenses, in fact, so he couldn't be taken by surprise.

    Harry went back to read in a different library, one that had more books on pure
    magic, in a divided frame of mind. Black was trying to manipulate him. He knew that.
    And just because Black was bored didn't give him the right to do that.

    But Black also didn't seem to want to do anything with the manipulation.
    The Dursleys had wanted to convince everyone else that Harry was a freak and they
    shouldn't have anything to do with him…but what did Black want?

    Until he figured that out, Harry thought grimly as he stroked his fingers along
    the edge of a book on Transfiguration theory, he wouldn't be entirely safe.

    But then, he wouldn't be really safe until he was away from Black,
    either.

    In the meantime, the book could teach him more, possibly, about healing his
    parents.

    He opened the book and began to read.
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    Chapter Twenty-Four—Tracking Bellatrix

    Harry walked slowly beside Black into the house Black had Apparated them to. Harry
    had no idea where it was, other than a dark moor. He'd smelled crushed plants as they
    walked to the front door, too. But that might only mean the house had its own
    garden.

    Black had forbidden Harry to bring any of his animals with him. Of course, that
    really only meant that Harry had to leave Cross and Yar behind. He still
    carried three mice tucked into the bottoms of his pockets that had stayed silent and
    invisible through Black's harsh pats across his robes.

    "Welcome to the Dark Manse."

    Black had that odd tone in his voice he got so often when he talked about his
    family, or Sirius. As if he was mocking them and not mocking them at the same time,
    Harry thought, tilting his head as he stared around at the house. It was entirely
    dark inside except for a little glimmer of starlight through a tiny window shaped
    like a half-circle.

    The steps that met them immediately inside the front door were unsteady. Harry
    reached out in search of a railing and then pulled his hand back with a little
    hiss.

    "Oh, yes, that's the Eating Moss," said Black casually, lifting his wand. It
    glowed, and the slimy black stuff on the walls that Harry had recoiled from recoiled
    in turn, lifting and waving angrily back and forth like black tendrils growing
    underwater. "My ancestors turned it loose in here long ago to make sure it would eat
    rats and the like. It's too small to swallow humans," he added, with a glance at
    Harry.

    But it feels disgusting. Even that little touch had made Harry feel as if
    his fingers were coated in slime. He just nodded and turned to examine the rest of
    the house.

    For right now, he could only see the stairs immediately in front of them. Black
    led him through and upwards, and Harry shivered in silence as he saw how dark the
    walls were. They were made of basalt or some other black stone in the first place,
    and then the Eating Moss had grown over most of them.

    "A long time since people lived here regularly," Black muttered, and set a coil of
    the moss that had tried to hang down behind his head like a noose on fire. Over the
    stink of its burning, he explained, "You have to have a certain kind of madness in
    you. Not many of our people do."

    Harry twisted to stare at him, and Black laughed outright, his eyes gleaming like
    little stones in the light of his wand. They came into a room that Harry could feel
    stretching away around them, a lot bigger than the entrance, and Black lashed his
    wand down again. This time, torches on the walls lit up.

    "Even among the Blacks," he murmured, "there are different kinds and shades of
    madness."

    And you probably have most of them, Harry thought. Including the kind
    that makes you interfere in things that are none of your business.

    He turned to study the room Black had led him into. It had grooves pressed into
    the stone floor as though some heavy furniture had once stood in the center, but
    right now, it was entirely empty. The torch sconces were carved like rampant dragons,
    clinging to the wall with their mouths open and the fire coming out of their parted
    jaws. They were all black. Probably iron, Harry thought.

    A huge fireplace stood on one side of the room, and a blackened oak door on the
    far wall. But around them all was a dense silence. Harry shifted under it before he
    could stop himself.

    Black nodded. "Good to see that you can recognize silence isn't natural to human
    beings," he said.

    But I'm not a human being, you said. Half the people in Harry's life had
    never treated him like one. He looked around the room again. He thought there must be
    some reason Black had brought him here, but he couldn't understand what it was.

    Black stood and waited. And waited. Harry finally realized what he was waiting
    for, and scowled at him.

    Black smiled. "Scowl all you like. You're entertaining, little Harry."

    Harry opened his mouth and shaped his breath into a question. "Why bring me here,
    if there's nothing that would interest me here?"

    "Ah." Black nodded. "There is something important about this very room that should
    tell you the answer!" He swept out a hand to indicate the length and breadth of it.
    Harry followed the gesture doubtfully.

    He started with the torch sconces, since they were the most varied objects—and not
    all the same, he could see when he concentrated on this dragon's lashing tail, that
    dragon's turned head and gleaming eye. He had always preferred looking at animals,
    even carved ones, to people anyway.

    But the dragons revealed nothing in this case. Harry had to turn to the grooves in
    the floor, the second feature of note.

    They could tell him nothing, since Harry had no idea how long they had been there.
    He didn't even know if friends or enemies or family had removed the table that had
    once been there. Or if it would have mattered if he could know. Since Black said his
    family hadn't lived here in a while, maybe it had been something as simple as taking
    all the furniture with them when they left, so the moss wouldn't eat it.

    He turned to the fireplace, the last large feature of the room. The stones it was
    made of seemed to be exactly the same as the stones of the walls. Harry shuffled to
    the side so that he could see inside. There were a few scratches on the inside walls,
    maybe made by children playing in there, and lots of ashes.

    And then Harry reeled back a step and blinked, and turned to Black.

    "Say it," Black said. "I won't confirm it one way or the other unless you say it.
    Out loud. With words," he added, as though Harry could have missed his frankly
    ridiculous requirements.

    Harry gritted his teeth and managed to speak without shouting. "There are lots of
    new ashes in here. And—" He looked around the room, sure, this time, what
    Black had wanted him to notice. "And no dust."

    "Exactly." Black smiled. "I promise that the moss on the walls doesn't eat dust.
    It's only interested in living things." He flicked his wand casually and drove back
    what seemed to be a curling coil of moss that had sneaked down the walls without
    Harry noticing.

    "So someone is living here?"

    "It would seem like it, wouldn't it?" Black's mouth hitched up in a secretive
    little smile. "I said that most of my family doesn't have the kind of madness it
    would take to live in the Dark Manse. It used to be that Bellatrix didn't, either,
    even when she was more insane than the rest of us. But maybe Azkaban mixed with what
    was there to give her the right kind."

    Harry turned in a slow circle. He didn't think anyone was hiding in here to attack
    them. It was just too open, and Black would have raised some defenses.

    "How did you know she was likely to be here?" he asked, without looking back at
    Black. "Is there some kind of alarm that rang when someone entered the property?"

    "You could say that." Black sounded incredibly amused for some reason, but Harry
    didn't turn around. He was breathing deeply, trying to get even more air into his
    lungs, while at the same time lamenting that he hadn't brought more animals with him.
    He might be facing battle without them, not something he had thought would happen.
    "Yes, that would be a good name for the system that alerts me. Alarms. That
    ring. Yes, I like that."

    Harry decided that ignoring Black's words was the best thing he could do for his
    sanity right now when he didn't have any idea of the context and Black would take
    far too much delight in being asked. "Why did you bring me to a house you
    thought Bellatrix was hiding in?" he asked, gripping his wand.

    He could probably use his wand here for the same reason he could at Number Twelve
    Grimmauld Place, but that didn't mean he relished the idea. He'd always planned to
    track down Bellatrix and her husband, watch them for a while, and then set up an
    ambush that would work with whatever place they were living in. That didn't include
    pouncing on them in a house they would know better than he did.

    "Because you need toughening."

    Harry glanced at Black. "I thought part of your problem with me was that I was too
    tough."

    Black shook his head. "There's a difference between the way animals are tough and
    humans are tough, Harry. And you simply won't survive in battle if you keep trying to
    sharpen your claws instead of your skills."

    Harry didn't have time to respond to that, because Black lifted his head. He
    looked like a hunting hound when he sniffed, Harry thought. So he should pay more
    attention to his surroundings, and less to what Harry was doing.

    "Company," Black muttered. "I really did think they would be out this evening. I
    suppose not." He turned casually so that he was facing the blackened oak door on the
    far wall, and Harry was behind him.

    Harry didn't waste time asking how Black knew those things, or rather why he
    didn't know them. He faced the door himself and coaxed the few mice he had with him
    out onto his arms.

    He thought Black might be upset to see them, but he only shook his head, his eyes
    wearily amused. "I suppose I should have known you would defy the rules," he said. He
    was casting a spell that filled the air in front of them with thick smoke, like some
    of the things Harry had seen the Weasley brothers selling. "But I don't think they'll
    be much use here."

    Harry silently watched the door open. A thin man came through, stumbling a little
    as though in surprise. Maybe it was. The expression on his face as he stared at Black
    was hard to read.

    Harry supposed he was Rodolphus Lestrange, even though he didn't look much like
    his picture in the papers, and the even thinner, almost skeletal man clutching a
    black wand who came through behind him was his brother Rabastan. But there was
    absolutely no mistaking Bellatrix when she strolled through the door.

    She had long, wild dark hair that brushed the floor, and dark eyes. They fixed on
    Harry immediately, even before they looked at Black. Then she laughed. Harry felt as
    if he had been hearing that laughter in dreams all his life, even though what he had
    really seen was her picture and the results of her having tortured his parents.

    "I know you," she told Harry, and spun her wand faster and faster. "Little Baby
    Potter. Your eyes can get so big and so green."

    Mum. She's talking about Mum.

    Harry didn't even think, much the way he hadn't when Snape tried to corner him in
    Lupin's rooms. He drew his hand back and snapped it forwards, imagining power
    reaching out from his claws and his wrist, following the snapping motion, touching
    Bellatrix, making her writhe—

    Bellatrix screamed. Her hand rose to claw at her throat, and Harry saw the way her
    neck was twisting out of shape. Harry smiled. The change was flowing down Bellatrix's
    throat to her chest, and in a few seconds she wouldn't be able to breathe. He could
    picture her lungs coagulating into useless messes, and he knew the way her ribs would
    pop out like the struts of bat wings, and the way she would start coughing—

    Something struck the back of his head and broke his concentration. Harry danced
    away, rolling at once the way he used to when Dudley tried to kick his face in. He
    came up near the enormous fireplace and stared at Black.

    Black was looking back at him, his eyes wide and his wand hanging almost limp in
    his hand. "You were going to kill her," he said. "With wandless
    Transfiguration."

    The man Harry thought was Rabastan attacked before he could say anything, and he
    struck at Black with a long spell like a black whip. Black wasn't there when it
    landed, running to the side and then around behind the Lestranges. He cast a spell
    that made Rabastan slump over unconscious, in the seconds before he and his cousin
    started to duel.

    Harry backed up when he saw how fast the duel was moving. He wouldn't be able to
    interfere in that without getting killed and getting his mice killed, and Black and
    Bellatrix were using spells that he didn't recognize: claws of fire that snatched the
    air, attacking birds that flashed in and out of existence, charms that turned the
    floor to boiling tar.

    But it did mean that he had Rodolphus Lestrange to contend with.

    Lestrange came towards him slowly. Harry didn't know if that was because of what
    he had done to Bellatrix or some legacy from Azkaban or something else. But when he
    cast one spell that did nothing as far as Harry could tell, he seemed to become more
    confident. He laughed breathlessly and dragged his wand across the air in front of
    Harry, whispering, "Frango ossa."

    Harry dodged as the air suddenly turned yellow in a sheet-like way and rushed to
    fall over him, but he couldn't escape all of it. The sheet hit the edge of his left
    hand, and he felt the bone in his wrist snap.

    It hurt. But so did the thought of his parents never recovering because Harry had
    never managed to find the knowledge he needed. And he didn't hate Lestrange the way
    he did Bellatrix, so he didn't feel that instinctive longing to kill him.

    He held up his other hand and concentrated this time. Lestrange was trying some
    other spell, but he did squawk and drop it when a mouse launched itself at
    his eyes.

    Harry could see in his head what he wanted. It started out as Cross's shape, and
    then it became something else, something considerably more squashed and horrific.

    The change started in Lestrange's legs first, which was probably why he took so
    long to notice it. He was striding towards Harry, and suddenly the stride became
    clipped. He turned and stared at his foot.

    He screamed. Harry smiled. He knew Lestrange would be feeling how Harry had
    already reshaped his foot into a paw, without bothering to grow fur and claws. It was
    just deforming his toes and crushing them to fit into the new small space, whether or
    not they fit.

    And all Harry had to do now was concentrate and that meant…

    A spell blasted out of the duel whirling away on the side of him, and disrupted
    his concentration. Lestrange fell over gasping, but that didn't matter, not when
    Harry had lost control of his magic altogether. He gave Bellatrix an angry glance,
    and saw her wink at him in the instant before the tip of her wand began to glow
    green.

    Neville had told Harry, over and over, about what memories he saw when he faced
    Dementors. That was the color of the Killing Curse.

    Harry drew his wand at once, his mind smooth and calm and the ache in his wrist
    stopping. He just had no time for it right now. Bellatrix was mouthing something and
    winking at him again, but he had no time to listen to her, either.

    "Commuto scipionem felinam," he said, and the words tasted right on his
    tongue, and the spell leaped away from him lazily and towards Bellatrix, twining
    tightly around her wand.

    The green gleam of the Killing Curse was suddenly the gleam of light in the eyes
    of the sleek grey cat that twined around Bellatrix's wrist and bit her. Then the cat
    jumped into the darkness, claws scoring Bellatrix as it soared, and the woman was
    screaming in an unhinged way and running straight at Harry.

    Harry's first thought was how much her upraised fingernails looked like claws, but
    he couldn't see the point of Transfiguring her hands into something that would make
    her more dangerous. He filled his mind with another vision and hissed,
    "Commuto digitos mures."

    The shriek Bellatrix gave was satisfying, and she slowed down and started jerking
    her hands back and forth. Harry watched as small humps broke out under her knuckles.
    A second later, her fingers were mice, erupting from her hand and leaping into the
    darkness of the room the way the cat had. Harry spared a thought to hope the cat
    wouldn't eat them.

    "Enough, Harry. Enough."

    Black was beside him, one hand on his shoulder. Harry looked at him sidelong, not
    knowing what he meant. He wished he did, because Black looked sick and shaken. Harry
    thought making him look even a little more like that could make him let his guard
    down, and then Harry would find it easier to run away.

    "Bella, Bella," Lestrange was moaning, limping towards the woman and
    dragging his misshapen foot in his boot.

    Bellatrix didn't respond with words. She simply screamed on and on, shaking her
    hands. They were bleeding, stumps sticking out of her palms where her fingers had
    been. Harry frowned a little. He had imagined things neater than that, her fingers
    just entirely gone. How was he going to keep someone alive to practice
    Transfiguration on if he couldn't even get something this small right?

    Black cleared his throat and hit both Bellatrix and Lestrange with whatever spell
    he'd already used on Rabastan. They slumped to the floor in turn. Harry studied them
    and then turned to face Black, who was crouching down in front of him.

    "I was wrong," Black said.

    Harry eyed him, not knowing what that meant, either.

    "I thought you couldn't really handle yourself in a battle without knowledge of
    other magical branches." Black rubbed his mouth, still staring at Harry. "That was
    one reason I wanted to bring you to battle soon with my relatives. I was never
    intending it to be a long one. And I thought only Bella would be here, and you'd duel
    with her, just a little, and see a different way to learn how to defend
    yourself."

    Harry racked his mind for the meaning of that, and finally thought he had it. "You
    mean, by watching you," he said. His throat seemed full of dust. "How you
    fought."

    Black inclined his head. "I thought you'd be impressed enough to ask for help
    after that." He scratched a shallow, bleeding gash on the side of his scalp for a
    moment, and then shook his head and sat back.

    "But I was wrong," Black repeated. "You are already fantastically
    dangerous in battle. At least when you can use your wand. And even the way you
    Transfigured and started damaging Rodolphus's foot…"

    That pleased Harry a little, since it confirmed that his guess was right and the
    Death Eater he'd been battling was indeed Rodolphus instead of Rabastan.

    Black frowned at his arms for a second, then looked up and eyed Harry. "I like
    proving people wrong," he said. "I was going to prove you wrong. Wrong that you
    didn't need anyone, wrong that you already knew all you needed to know, wrong that
    you could just sink into being an animal and everything would be fine."

    He drew his wand across the gash to heal it, and added, "You can handle yourself
    better than I ever suspected. But I still think you're wrong on the last point, you
    know. Handle Transfiguration like a human instead of an animal, and you'll
    be…fantastically dangerous aren't the words for it."

    Harry shook his head a little. "But I don't know what the difference is," he said.
    "I fought like a human. An animal wouldn't be able to imagine turning someone's
    fingers into mice or their wand into a cat."

    "I know," said Black, with a little bob of his head. "So. I'll show you some of
    what the difference is. The mirror I learned about you from isn't the only artifact
    in the house that was made to give people a clear view of themselves." He gave Harry
    a lazy, arrogant smile. "We rather needed that, ourselves, to know when we were
    beginning to descend into madness instead of clever battle tactics."

    "I'm not a Black," Harry said. "I'm a Potter."

    "That doesn't mean you can't go mad," said Black, and shrugged. "And the
    pure-blood families have intermarried for centuries, you know. No one else good
    enough." This time, his smile had edges sharp enough to cut. "Hell, no one was good
    enough for my parents but a second cousin each."

    Harry blinked. It was probably only because he had a single cousin and was
    revolted at the thought of having anything to do with Dudley, but… "That's sick."

    Black chuckled and slapped his hands together. "There we are! A human reaction.
    Animals wouldn't care if they mated with cousins. Well, they might follow natural
    instincts that would make it less likely, but they wouldn't be thinking of human
    cultural concerns if they did decide to mate with them."

    Harry folded his arms, but his mouth twitched as he did so. He reached up
    curiously and ran a finger along his lip with his claw sheathed. His mouth had moved
    into a smile without him even realizing it!

    Black's face was somber when Harry looked back at him, but not so much so that
    Harry couldn't make out the gleam in his eyes. "There you are," Black breathed.
    "There you go. You need to become more conscious of what you're doing,
    Harry. Reacting with instincts only gets you trapped." He glanced at the Lestranges.
    "And the advantage you had against them in battle this time was mostly one of
    surprise. Now that they know what you can do, they'll take precautions to protect
    themselves."

    Harry tilted his head back. "You speak as if I'll face them again."

    "Of course you will."

    "But I want to keep them prisoner."

    "To turn over to the authorities?" Black's lip curled a little. "That would be
    dangerous for both of us. You because you're underage and me because I would have a
    hard time inventing a story to account for them that doesn't include you."

    "No," Harry said patiently. He could hardly believe that a man like Black was so
    dim sometimes. It had nothing to do with human and animal, he thought, and everything
    to do with different priorities. "To experiment with human Transfiguration on."

    Black made a noise in his throat that sounded like he was either laughing or about
    to vomit something up. Harry relaxed and shrugged. He had expected Black to be
    disgusted by that. At least Black was doing something understandable now.

    Black scratched another small wound on the side of his brow and said, "I'm going
    to take them with us. But not for that. There are a few rooms in Grimmauld Place
    where we can keep them." He stood up and shook his head at Harry. "I'm going to teach
    you why what you want is wrong."

    "You've already been proven wrong once yourself," Harry pointed out, and looked up
    at Black as he began to swirl his wand, creating long streamers of red rope that
    picked up the Lestranges and bound them at the same time. "Aren't you worried you
    will be this time, too?"

    "No," said Black, without looking at him. "Because this time there's more at
    stake."

    Harry said nothing, but smiled, and went in search of the cat and mice he had
    Transfigured. He wouldn't trust Black as far as he would Bellatrix, because she was
    more predictable. But it was nice to see that Black had been shaken out of his
    posture of stupid certainty about what Harry was and what he wanted.
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    Chapter Twenty-Five—The Right Motivation

    "They're not going to get out?" Harry stared at the door of the room Black was
    closing on the Lestranges. It looked like an empty library, and all he'd done was
    chain them to the shelves. They could get out of the chains, Harry thought. At least,
    he would try. Even if Black had taken their wands away.

    "Those chains won't open except at the will of the one who put them on," Black
    said, absently, gesturing for Harry to follow him. "More of the rather wonderful
    artifacts that someone in our family came up with." He paused and glanced
    back at Harry. "I need to explain some things to you."

    Harry said nothing, but followed. He carried the slim grey cat he'd Transfigured
    Bellatrix's wand into. The mice he'd created from her fingers had run off and
    wouldn't come back, but the cat hadn't gone far. She rode his shoulder now and
    considered Cross with a faint growl bubbling in her throat.

    Cross only padded behind Harry, with the patient look of a cat who knew there
    would eventually be food. And maybe even explanations.

    Black took Harry to yet another room he hadn't been to, one that was decorated
    with the Black coat of arms on every piece of furniture from the imposing dark desk
    to the chairs that stood in front of it. The legs and arms of the chairs were
    sculpted like diving hippogriffs, probably by the same artists who had made the
    dragon sconces in the Dark Manse. Harry sat down in one of them, the grey cat on his
    lap, and considered Black.

    Black actually wandered about for a bit before sitting behind the desk, facing
    Harry. He looked more uncertain than Harry had ever seen him.

    "I was like you."

    "A Transfiguration master?" was the only thing Harry could think of to say after a
    few minutes had passed in silence.

    "No. Obsessed with one branch of magic." Black took out his wand and stared at the
    shiny dark wood of it as if it held an answer. "Dark Arts, in my case."

    Harry chose to say nothing. Black could think they were alike all he wanted. It
    might lower his guard, in the end, when Harry wanted to escape. People who looked at
    you and saw their worst nightmare or some kind of kin were prone to ignoring reality,
    in Harry's experience.

    "It took a sharper lesson than it should have to snap me out of that," Black said
    softly, and put his wand down in the center of the desk. Then he looked at Harry, and
    that might have been his first serious expression since Harry had entered Grimmauld
    Place. "I nearly died pursuing one of the Dark Lord's goals. Then I realized I wanted
    to do something besides just cast Dark Arts spells all my life, no matter how much
    they satisfied me."

    He sat up and stared at Harry. Harry only looked back. He wasn't sure what lesson
    he was supposed to take away from this conversation, except that Black had
    been a Death Eater and Harry trusted him less than ever.

    "By the time I managed to drag myself out of the coma I'd fallen into," said
    Black, "the war was nearly over, Longbottom had killed the Dark Lord, and my brother
    was dead. My parents—they didn't draw close to me the way I'd thought they might,
    even though I was the only son they had left. I think my mother never really forgave
    me for waking up from my obsession with the Dark Arts."

    "That's very interesting," said Harry, the same kind of polite lie he'd learned to
    give the Dursleys back when they had more power, "but it has nothing to do with
    me."

    "I thought I would rescue you," said Black with a sigh. "I haven't had that much
    to engage me ever since I finally sorted out the financial mess my parents made of
    the Black investments. I've had pets. They bored me. I've had lovers. They bored me.
    I've made alliances, but no one really wants to be my ally for long."

    I wonder why, Harry thought, and Black gave a soft chuckle, perhaps at
    the contempt on his face.

    "Yes, you could say I brought it on myself." He shrugged, making his robes rustle.
    "The only thing I haven't tried is getting married and having children, but there's
    no one I would want to marry me who would take me, and vice versa. And then you came
    along. A child I have some connection to. A slight blood connection, a stronger
    connection because I was Sirius's brother and you were his godson."

    "You thought I was like you," said Harry, and then cursed himself for
    speaking.

    "Yes," said Black, with a nod. "I thought I could give you the same kind of lesson
    that I received, but not as sharp. I thought we would confront my dear
    cousin and those in-laws she brought into the family, and we would duel, and you'd
    probably get a bit scraped up because all you know how to use in battle is
    Transfiguration, and they would escape."

    "You took them easily enough."

    "The spell I cast before they entered the room. The one that looked like smoke in
    the air. It meant they couldn't dodge a simple Stunner once they breathed it in. It
    slows down their reflexes relative only to that spell. I used it because I thought we
    might be in extremis, and have to flee with blood pouring down our faces and leave
    them there."

    "You never intended for me to succeed at all," Harry said. It was a strange,
    numbing realization, like standing in the path of a Stunner cast by someone who
    hadn't got the charm right yet.

    "I thought there was no possible way you could. And I thought the lesson you would
    learn by failing more important than success."

    "You aren't an ally to me."

    "I underestimated you." Black pressed a hand to his heart, and that stupid grin
    flashed again. It was the grin Harry had seen in some photographs of Sirius in the
    Prophet, but on Black's face, he could only hate it. "As for not an
    ally...Harry, I'm hurt. Who's willing to keep his own cousin and in-laws
    cooped up in a room until he hears what you have planned for them?" He leaned
    forwards and lowered his voice. "I wouldn't do that for just anyone, you know."

    Harry studied him, trying to understand. He thought Black's confession was honest
    as far as it went, but on the other hand, how could Black know himself? How could
    Harry trust someone who hid behind mockery so much?

    "Tell me this," Harry said. "If I'd failed to capture the Lestranges and also
    failed to learn your lesson, what would you do with me?"

    Black watched him. The humor had left his eyes. Harry wished he could trust
    that. Someone who knew as many spells as Black did and could be dangerous,
    too, was someone he could learn from. But Black was too likely to turn everything
    Harry did say into a joke.

    "Teach you again. Another way."

    "You must have seen that I'm happy the way I am," Harry said. He stopped, because
    his words did have an echo like a snarl to them that he'd never heard before. He
    shrugged and kept on going when he noticed the odd way Black watched him. "Or at
    least, I can achieve more than you thought and keep going even when someone tries to
    stop me. Why won't you let me go?"

    "At the moment, I doubt you want to go anywhere. Bellatrix is the key to your
    heart." Black sighed a little. "If you only knew how true that was for all
    the men."

    And once again, Black had changed a potentially serious discussion into a farce.
    Harry stood and shook his head at him when Black opened his mouth. "I will find a way
    to take them from you if you don't give them to me. You have a day to make your
    decision."

    "I don't accept that you have the right to dictate threats like that to me. There
    are people who would. But I'm not one of them."

    "Take it or leave it," Harry replied, and slipped out of the study. The grey cat
    leaped down in front of him, hissed at Cross, and led the way towards the bedroom
    Black had given him with her tail held high.

    Harry felt comforted as he looked at the twilight out of the windows later. One
    more night, and dawn, and noon, and then he would have the answer and, most likely,
    be free of Black forever. He couldn't believe the man cared enough about his cousin
    to stand against Harry for her sake, and he had proven he didn't have any moral
    reasons.

    People are pretty simple to deal with, once you know how to confront
    them.

    

    Minerva waited until Neville was slumped on the seat in front of her before she
    said quietly, "I spent too long ignoring one student's torment until it was too late
    and he wouldn't let me help anymore. I'm not going to do it again. Take the bandage
    off your hand."

    Neville jumped as though she had Transfigured his bandage into a poisonous plant.
    Well, no, Minerva thought a moment later, as she watched the way he cradled his hand.
    A poisonous plant, he might have had more luck with.

    "I can't let you just-"

    "Why not?" Minerva reached for the Murtlap she'd gone to Severus to get earlier
    that day. If she asked in a certain tone, Severus would grunt and give her what she
    wanted with no questions. She didn't think it was her imagination that he'd done that
    more often since Harry fled. "I know you're in pain, Mr. Longbottom. I know
    Umbridge's detentions are the things causing it. Take the bandage off your hand."

    Neville tensed, but finally did start unwinding the bandage. Minerva's heart was
    sore as she looked at the red lines scrawled on the back of his hand, in writing she
    knew so well from the extra essays she'd assigned him on the practice of
    Transfiguration. I must not tell lies.

    "How did you know?" Neville mumbled, keeping his head ducked and peering at
    Minerva from under his eyelashes in a way that made her heart worse. "I thought we
    were so careful about keeping it hidden…"

    "You were trying too hard," said Minerva, as smoothly as she could, and reached
    for the Murtlap. "I knew you had a secret. And from there, it only involved listening
    to some of the school gossip."

    "I didn't know professors did that."

    Minerva had to smile at his gaping mouth and wide eyes. "We do. How do you think
    we seem so omniscient?"

    Neville chuckled weakly, but even a weak chuckle was better than none at all.
    Minerva smeared and patted and finally cast the spell Severus had told her about, the
    one that would work with the Murtlap to make sure there was no chance of scarring.
    When she finished casting it, the bright red words had turned to indistinguishable
    white swirls.

    "Thanks, Professor McGonagall. But she'll just do it again. She said I had to keep
    doing it until I stopped talking about V-Voldemort being back."

    Minerva settled more firmly back in her chair. She knew what Albus would say about
    her next decision. He had told them all to keep quiet for the moment, to go along
    with what Umbridge and the Ministry were doing. Let them interfere on the surface of
    Hogwarts, while the far more important depths, the Order of the Phoenix and the fight
    against You-Know-Who, happened out of their sight.

    But Minerva had worried before that Albus's policy might cause collateral damage,
    and now she had proof of that that was simple and undeniable.

    She swallowed once, and then made the motion in what she knew was the right
    direction, the one she should have been following all along if she was serious about
    being a good Head of House as well as a good professor.

    "There is something we can do, Mr. Longbottom," she said, and Neville sat up,
    probably because she'd used his last name instead of his first one. "We can speak to
    your grandmother."

    Neville's face turned pale. "B-but, she'll say, she'll talk about how I shouldn't
    have let it happen."

    "We will explain the situation," said Minerva firmly. She had dealt with Augusta
    before, in the context of Neville's tutoring and how she could not expect
    him to be exactly like his father. "We'll explain about how Professor Dumbledore
    is—busy right now." She knew why Albus was keeping his eyes and attention away from
    Neville, his fears about the connection Neville shared with You-Know-Who, but she
    couldn't countenance it any longer. "And she will do something. She's a wonderful
    woman for doing things, your grandmother."

    Neville's fingers curled around the chair cushion so hard that Minerva was certain
    he would refuse for a second. But then he looked up at her and whispered, "You'll
    really help?"

    "Yes. I'm sorry I didn't before." I didn't help Harry soon enough, either. I
    let myself be put off with platitudes and reassurances and explanations of how hard
    it would be. But just because it's hard doesn't mean it's not worth doing.

    "Okay. Good."

    Neville had tears at the corners of his eyes. Minerva looked aside and politely
    pretended she didn't see them until she was sure he'd knuckled them all away. Then
    she cleared her throat. "Would you prefer I Floo your grandmother, or start with an
    owl?"

    

    "Your answer, Black," Harry said, as he walked into the study where the man sat
    staring out the window at some black roses that grew there.

    It was nearly dusk. The lowering sun stabbed rays in through the window, and Harry
    regretted he hadn't given himself even more cat-like features. It would have meant he
    could see the expression on Black's face more clearly as he turned around and studied
    Harry where he stood near the doors.

    "Something doesn't make sense to me," Black said.

    Harry smiled indulgently. He'd left no way out of the trap he'd laid for Black,
    and he supposed he could be kinder than Snape. Neville would probably approve of
    being kind, he thought, and so would Professor McGonagall. "What were you thinking
    of, then?"

    "You said you wanted to destroy my cousin and my in-laws." Black stood up and
    moved a little so the edge of his face was in shadow and Harry still had trouble
    seeing him. Harry turned smoothly to keep him in sight. If Black thought he could
    gain an advantage over Harry and attack him this way, he was mistaken.

    He might live long enough to learn how mistaken.

    "Yes," Harry said, seeing no harm in the simple answer.

    "But you're driven by purposes," Black said. "And if revenge was your motive, that
    leaves one important question unanswered."

    A shiver, a ripple, a whisper of danger passed down Harry's spine. He kept his
    face smooth and bland, only shifting once more when Black did so he was still in a
    good guard position. "Yes?"

    "If you wanted to destroy them all along, and that was the only thing you wanted,"
    Black whispered, "why did you choose to become good in Transfiguration instead of
    dueling, or Defense? Those obsessions would have made more sense than Transfiguration
    did."

    "Professor McGonagall was the one who first met me at my Muggle relatives' house
    and told me about the wizarding world," Harry said, unhesitating. "She told me right
    away that she was the Transfiguration teacher, and what that meant. I thought it
    sounded fascinating." He shrugged a little. "If I'd met Snape first and he was
    actually inclined to consider me something other than a spoiled brat, I probably
    would have specialized in Potions."

    "No," said Black, after a long silence in which Harry could have heard insects
    marching across the floor. "I don't believe that."

    "Believe whatever you like." Harry was beginning to wish he had brought Yar with
    him. He hadn't because he had thought Black didn't have any way out. He would either
    lose control of Bellatrix or he would lose control of Harry.

    Now he wished he'd remembered how mental Black was. He might find a way out by
    being bored, or joking, or just not caring about the things Harry had thought he
    cared about.

    "I will," said Black, with a nod, as if Harry had been serious. He folded his arms
    on the back of the chair he'd been sitting in and stared at Harry. At least his face
    was a little easier to focus on now, with the light and the shadow stabilizing. "And
    I think that you wouldn't have chosen Transfiguration to defend yourself and get
    revenge. And would you have focused on revenge for five years before you made a move?
    I don't think so. You're impulsive. It would have happened before this."

    "Your cousin and your in-laws were in Azkaban until this year. There was no point
    in me trying to punish them until they escaped."

    "And I don't think you have the patience to wait around for them to escape, and
    sharpen your skills just in case you get the chance to take revenge. Thank
    you for confirming my theory that something else must have happened to make you focus
    on Transfiguration."

    Harry stiffened, and knew Black saw it, and hated himself for it. But he couldn't
    retreat. He had pressed Black to this, and he had to stay.

    "Are you going to let me have revenge on Bellatrix? Or am I going to take them
    away from you?"

    "It made me wonder what other motive you might have. What's the only thing that's
    as important to you as revenge?"

    "I can summon my animals. My eagle has been trained to crush wand hands."

    "And then it occurred to me. It should have occurred to me the first time you
    mentioned it, actually. Your parents."

    Harry stiffened even more, and Black nodded and continued in a thoughtful voice.
    "But there are still things about that that didn't make sense. Why would
    Transfiguration help your parents? It would have made more sense for you to learn
    Healing and try to figure out some miraculous cure to the Cruciatus Curse.

    "But then I thought about it even more. After all, no Healers have managed to do
    anything for any kind of madness like the kind your parents have, whether it
    was produced by the Cruciatus Curse or not. The Janus Thickey Ward exists for a
    reason. What would you do with Healing magic? Only replicate their failures. But with
    Transfiguration, you might be able to change their brains back to what they
    were—"

    Harry snapped towards Black, traveling fast. He wasn't thinking much about what he
    would do when he landed. He simply leaped. He had claws, and he had enormous jumping
    muscles, and he had the advantage of surprise. He was going to take the knowledge
    from Black, and if that meant doing it by closing his eyes forever, that was what he
    would do.

    He slammed into a barrier he hadn't even seen. Of course, when he reached out and
    scraped his claws down it, his not seeing it was understandable. It was solid, but
    invisible.

    "Yes," said Black, from the other side of the wall. Now that it had been
    disturbed, Harry could see little shimmers running away from it, distorting the
    outline of Black's face. He just looked regretful, the way Professor McGonagall had
    when she realized she was too late to help Harry with the Dursleys. "I thought you
    might react that way."

    Harry said nothing. He simply slowed his breathing. He had to get Black close to
    him, take him off his guard again, or he would get nothing done. He tried to stand up
    and move away as naturally as he could, and not look resentful.

    "This is why it would behoove you to learn some of the other branches of magic,"
    Black added. "There are charms that would reveal barriers like that to you the
    instant you come into a room. Or you could have cast a spell that would alert you to
    Dark Arts—which this is. But you chose not to do that." He glided his eyes over
    Harry's face. "I wish you'd learned it already."

    Harry said nothing. He was considering the barrier and ways he could slip around
    it. What was the best way to make Black lower it? Pretend Harry thought he was right
    and he would cooperate? But Black knew him better than that. He might be better
    advised to let it go for now, and then kill Black later.

    Because he knew he couldn't let Black survive, carrying knowledge like this.

    "I wish you'd learned a lot of things," Black went on, sighing a little. "Because
    I don't know if I'm up to the task of teaching you to appreciate the finer things in
    life."

    Best respond now, or he might think that I'm stupid and stunned enough to
    agree with him. "I don't know what you mean by that," Harry murmured, and moved
    a little to the side. He would feign leaning against the wall and sulking. "Most
    people would say that Dark Arts aren't among the finer things in life."

    "But knowing how to protect yourself is. And how to live after you've achieved a
    goal." Black pivoted to face him. "What did you plan to do after you healed your
    parents?"

    Harry struggled in silence a moment, and then acknowledged that he'd better go
    along with this, and accept that Black knew for now. "Live with them."

    Black shook his head. "And you thought your childhood and your efforts to learn
    Transfiguration to this level would leave you unaffected? You thought your parents
    would cheer when they found out what you did?"

    Harry met him stare for stare. "They won't be able to cheer at all if I don't do
    it. They won't know anything one way or the other."

    "From everything I know about Lily and James Potter, they were staunch
    Gryffindors. They would probably be horrified to hear that you knew anything about
    Dark Arts, let alone that you practiced them."

    "Transfiguration isn't Dark—"

    "The kind you practice is considered so. Because it degrades the human mind to a
    bestial level. It's on the level of turning someone into an animal and leaving them
    there. That doesn't become better or less wasteful because you're doing it to
    yourself instead of someone else."

    "I'm doing what I have to do," said Harry, and was inwardly proud of himself for
    how calmly he'd spoken. "You're not being called on to do anything about it."

    "But I am, because you were my brother's godson."

    "You ignored me for fourteen years." Even as he said it, Harry was
    wondering how fair the accusation was. It could also be applied to Lupin, and Harry
    had been willing to deal with him if need be.

    But Black was an outsider, someone who hadn't been his parents' friend. Or even
    Sirius's friend, it sounded like, not by the end of his life. Harry didn't see what
    Black's feelings of "duty" had to do with it, when they hadn't been very strong.

    "I don't like taking on duties or interfering when it's not amusing," Black said,
    with a sigh. "And this isn't going to be amusing, because it's obvious that
    you're obsessed with your parents, and—"

    "I am not obsessed."

    "It'll take a lot of work to make you think of something else. Probably even to
    get you thinking about another branch of magic. I'm glad you had the revenge to
    distract you, but that's not enough. I wonder what will be," Black added softly, eyes
    lingering on Harry for a moment before he turned away.

    "You can't decide to do this," Harry said.

    Black shrugged. "I wouldn't do it if you weren't on the verge of becoming feral.
    But that puts a new spin on things, you know. It would be so tiresome if you slid
    into mindlessness and someone tracked you back to me. And thanks to Augusta knowing
    that you've been staying with me, they could, you know."

    "It isn't your concern what I do to heal my parents."

    "What were you planning to do? Transfigure your brain the way that you've already
    Transfigured your body?"

    "Experiment on your cousin and in-laws."

    Black stared at him in silence. Harry looked back. After all the things Black had
    believed—and been right about—when it concerned him, it was faintly amusing that the
    man would pause before this as if it was an unbridgeable chasm.

    "That's—worse than I thought," said Black, and he sat down again. He shook his
    head. "But part of this was my fault for expecting you to be normal."

    Harry simply held up his hands, so Black would remember his claws. However, he
    could feel his head reeling with mild shock. He wouldn't have thought Black would
    admit he was wrong about anything, let alone something like this, that might
    make him let Harry go.

    "The Muggles damaged you," Black murmured. "So did losing your parents. And
    whatever people did or didn't do for you at Hogwarts." He lifted his head and looked
    at Harry with the kind of piercing determination that made him uneasy when Professor
    McGonagall did it. "You don't have to live your life only pursuing a cure for your
    parents."

    "I don't have to. I choose to."

    "And I ask you again, what are you going to do when you heal them?"

    "I don't expect to do it quickly. This is a search that might consume most of the
    rest of my life."

    Black shook his head a little as if he still didn't understand that. "But what
    happens if you do it when you're seventeen? There's years, decades, of life still
    ahead of you. And what happens if you do it when you're thirty? Then you're not a
    child anymore. Simply living with them and depending on them wouldn't make much
    sense."

    Harry felt as though someone had run a comb across his mind. He shook his head. "I
    will always live with them. I could live with them."

    "You could," Black agreed. "But I think you would find it strange. And so would
    they. They grew up during a war, remember. They became used to doing things on their
    own quickly, and James's parents died while he was still young, so there was never a
    chance that he could live with them for years as an adult. I don't think Lily going
    back to her Muggle family was an option, either. They might ask you questions about
    your choices. They might want you to do other things. What are you going to
    tell them?"

    There was sweat all over Harry's claws. He frowned. They would be far less
    effective weapons if they slipped when he turned them on his target.

    "Harry," Black whispered.

    "I don't know what I'll tell them," said Harry, and it was the absolute truth. "I
    don't know what kinds of questions they would ask. It depends on how their brains
    regrow."

    Black stood up as though someone had hit him with the Blasting Curse. Harry found
    himself dropping into a tense crouch, even though realistically he knew he would have
    had to know about the spell before it could hit. His senses were too good.

    "Then—if you don't know, don't you see what you're doing?" whispered Black
    breathlessly.

    "Since you're so good at dipping your nose into other people's business, Black,
    why don't you tell me?"

    "It means that you don't know what they're really like. As people, I mean. You
    probably didn't even know that James's parents died when he was young until I told
    you. You aren't interested in them, not really. You're only interested in
    creating images of your desires who will do exactly as they're told."

    Harry actually surged forwards a step before he remembered the Dark Arts barrier
    and that he would simply crash into it. He controlled himself and spoke with as much
    ice in his tone as he could. "Spoken like someone who's never known the love of a
    real family."

    "Neither have you."

    "My parents love me—"

    "Loved you, I think. I don't know if the kind of state they're in lets them know
    love at all. And think about it this way, Harry. Do you want to bring them back when
    they might only be reflections of your desires, not real people?"

    Harry struck out again, and then pulled his hand back before it could hit the
    barrier. He could feel the breath in his lungs pulsing and pulsing and pulsing.
    Someone had reached in and gripped his lungs with an invisible hand, he thought.
    Maybe another of those spells Black was talking about. It was hard to breathe, hard
    to talk.

    He turned his head away, but Black went on talking, relentlessly. "You
    need to think about this, Harry. You need to decide who you're going to bring back,
    the people you can barely remember, or the people you're going to create."

    "I don't want to create them," Harry whispered. That would be worthless. He wanted
    real people who would love him because they wanted him, not people charmed to do
    so.

    Like the way your animals love you?

    Harry shook his head. No, that was different. He was thinking strangely. He was
    thinking the way Black wanted him to think. And he had to stop, because that way
    was worthless.

    He stepped back and let his hand rest for a moment on the mice that squirmed in
    his pocket to make himself think of something other than what Black was saying. It
    was the way he'd sometimes had to imagine he was holding animals when he was with the
    Dursleys. Well, except for those three days when he'd had his kitten.

    "You know what I'm saying is the truth," Black said softly, never moving. His eyes
    and his words seemed to be enough to pierce Harry, even as he sought for more pure,
    clear thoughts. "You must have wondered it yourself. Even if you could heal the
    damage, that wouldn't bring back memories or personalities."

    "Of course it would, if I could change their brains into what they were before
    they were cursed!"

    "But how could you do that? How could you ever know what was their brains and what
    were your wishes?"

    Harry struggled in silence. Then he said, as calmly as he could, "I'll talk more
    to their friends and get them to tell me."

    "What friends? Remus Lupin is the only surviving person who was close to them.
    Frank and Alice Longbottom are dead—as the whole wizarding world knows. My brother's
    dead, and Peter Pettigrew. James's parents are gone, and Lily's, or you would have
    been left with them. And a lot of members of the Order of the Phoenix who fought in
    the first war are dead, too." Black spread his hands. "I'm probably one of the few
    who could give you detailed information. And your aunt, and Snape. Whose perspectives
    are distorted."

    "So's yours," Harry whispered. But his breathing was fast. If he went to Lupin and
    asked questions, and it turned out that Lupin didn't know, or couldn't
    remember…

    Now the task loomed before him like a black stone wall, ready to fall over on his
    head at any moment. How could he have been so stupid as not to realize this
    before?

    "You weren't stupid," Black said, and his voice was dim and faint and far away,
    somewhere on the other side of a tunnel. "You were simply obsessed. And when you're
    obsessed, you don't think straight."

    Harry turned. In the back of his head, he was going to walk out of the room and
    find a quiet corner where he could sit with Cross or Yar and think. He was
    going to do it. He could feel his legs moving.

    And then he was falling, so distantly and so fast that he couldn't save himself.
    What he did think he heard, oddly enough, was a sharp shattering sound, as
    though Black had broken another mirror over him.

    

    Severus staggered back from the cauldron. He was gasping, and not only from the
    splash of cold liquid he'd taken to his face. Most of it was simply the shock of the
    delicate spell/potion combination breaking.

    He'd created a potion that would let him scry for Potter, since the demands from
    the Dark Lord were becoming insistent. It ought to have been simple enough. Potter
    had no defenses against scrying that Severus knew of. Perhaps it would be possible to
    do something with esoteric enough Transfiguration, but even a fifteen-year-old genius
    could not have discovered secrets to his chosen art that no book or elder talked
    about.

    Severus had thought he would either see the boy huddled in freezing woods
    somewhere, or dead. It was the only explanation for how no word had come to
    Albus about him.

    Instead, he'd run straight into powerful anti-scrying wards. When Severus had got
    close to the boy's location—which itself wasn't much of a clue, because there had
    been a rushing of darkness and light that was the earth and sky, not identifiable
    places—then the wards had essentially reached out through the potion and punched him
    in the nose.

    Severus sat up slowly, rubbing his face. He had a bloody nose, but the
    consequences could have been worse. He stared at the cauldron, which had a huge crack
    down the side of it, and shook his head slowly.

    Potter had found either powerful allies somewhere or shelter in an abandoned house
    that still had wards on it. Severus was not sure what it was, and not sure how he
    could determine that.

    But he would have to do something. The Dark Lord would demand a
    report.

    Severus closed his eyes. Even gone from the school, Potter causes me
    trouble.
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    Chapter Twenty-Six—Soonest Begun, Soonest Mended

    "If I'd known the way you'd take it, I'd have found some other way to break the
    news to you."

    Harry forced his eyes open. He was deep in some mound of soft cloth, and after
    turning over a few times, he identified it as blankets. He'd never wanted blankets
    this thick on his own bed in Ravenclaw Tower. He tried to sit up.

    The world spun at once, and the room, and the walls, and even Black, reaching out
    a restraining hand. Harry let himself be laid back, but he gritted his teeth as he
    did so and shook his head a little, even when it made the spinning worse. He would
    have to come up with some way he could change himself to reduce dizziness. It was
    stupid to be incapacitated by something so simple.

    "The mental confusion and shock," Black continued. "And then someone tried to find
    you by scrying, and the wards prevented them at the same time. But it's always
    disorienting to be the focus of a scrying that breaks."

    "How could someone scry for me if they aren't a Seer?" Professor Trelawney was the
    only Seer Harry knew, and he didn't think she was all that reliable.

    "There are potions that could work their way around most magical defenses. Except
    the ones my ancestors were strong and paranoid enough to put on this house." Black
    looked sour and satisfied, like Aunt Petunia when she'd just heard something bad
    about one of the neighbors. "It was probably Severus."

    "Professor Snape?" Harry leaned slowly back against the pillows. He could feel
    warmth against his side where the cats lay and the small bulges along his neck that
    were the mice, and Yar was on a perch across the room. At least Black hadn't
    separated him from his animals. "Why would he care about where I went?"

    "Probably because Dumbledore does." Black grinned at him. "I prefer you still
    dazed and recovering, I think. You're positively open with your questions."

    That made Harry shake his head. He didn't want to be open. He would get
    over the shock and go back to being close-mouthed and stubborn.

    Black only smiled as if he'd heard that vow and didn't think much of it, and then
    reached out and scooped up something from a table that stood behind him, out of
    Harry's sight. "This soup has a lot of salt in it," he said, peering into it. "And
    tomatoes. My mother swore by it when I was sick."

    "You want me to eat something made by a woman who thought Muggles should be hunted
    down?"

    "Well, Muggles. Not Muggleborns. And she never went as far as Cousin
    Araminta and tried to get it legalized." Black shook his head. "Besides, my mother is
    years dead. I made this."

    "But she came up with the recipe," Harry muttered, and still reached for the bowl.
    He knew eating the soup was probably just a way to put off confronting what Black had
    told him. That he had no way to really heal his parents, that he might make
    them into mindless walking things that did what they were told.

    It made his hands sweat and his skin cold to think about it even now.

    So he wouldn't think about it until he had to. He would rest and eat, like an
    animal, and get stronger. Animals had the right idea. It really wasn't bad to be
    wild, the way Black kept calling him.

    "Do you know something animals can't do?" Black said aloud, suddenly. Harry looked
    up. "They can't read. They can't look up arcane knowledge in books and improve what
    they know about Healing or Transfiguration or Charms, because they don't know
    anything at all. They can't recover from mistakes the way humans do." Black leaned
    back in his chair and watched Harry with eyes as huge as Sirius's in some of the
    photos. "Because one mistake in the wild usually means you're dead."

    "That's not true for cats and dogs." Harry found it hard to recognize his own
    voice.

    Black blinked in an exaggerated fashion and then bowed from his chair. "Forgive
    me. I had the comparison wrong. I was thinking of you as a wild animal. I didn't know
    you meant to be tame."

    Harry bowed his head and let the outrage that Black was trying to stir up pass
    through him and like a hot, bright light over his head and into the distance. "How
    can you help me if you're always joking?" he whispered.

    "Joking seems like a reasonable response to someone who won't answer me anyway,"
    said Black. "I can either try to save you and amuse myself at the same time, and
    sometimes get you to question me or answer me, or I can try to save you and have you
    sit there like a chunk of rock."

    "I would respond if you were serious."

    "Would you?" Black looked at him, cocking his head. "The most response I've seen
    out of you since you battled Bellatrix was when I told you that I knew the truth
    about you wanting to heal your parents. Why keep that a secret, by the way?" he
    added. "I know the Healers might have been useless to you, if they're so set in their
    ways they won't try something new, but Professor McGonagall would have helped
    you."

    Bitterness welled out of Harry, thick as the syrup he'd sometimes seen Dudley use.
    "No, she wouldn't," he said. "She would have told me it was dangerous, and
    stopped me. The same way you did."

    "Ah," said Black, with a sigh that seemed more like the puff of air from a grave
    than anything else. He leaned back in his chair and studied Harry intently. "So you
    want to be left alone to destroy your life, and anyone who keeps you from doing that
    isn't someone you count as an ally."

    "I want to be left alone to risk my life as I see fit." Harry had thought it would
    hurt, putting some of these thoughts into words. It didn't, although he thought it
    just as likely that Black wouldn't understand him no matter what he said. "My life is
    a tool. I grew up not having parents. If I die trying to heal them, then it won't
    change anything anyway."

    Black shut his eyes for a long time. Harry wondered if he was thinking about
    something else, maybe his own boredom with trying to help Harry. It would be ideal if
    he was, so Harry sat there and waited for something to happen instead of reminding
    him of his presence. He had a lot of practice doing that, anyway. Mostly in
    cupboards.

    Black at last opened his eyes. They looked a little dazed, and had something in
    the corners that made Harry tense. He didn't think it was good news for him.

    "Merlin," Black whispered. "I didn't realize—I didn't know you were that
    damaged."

    "I survived. I learned." Harry felt Cross open an eye beside him. He wasn't as
    fast as Yar, but he was the closest of Harry's animals to Black at the moment. He
    would spring over the blankets and rake Black with his claws if Harry gave him the
    nod.

    "But you didn't survive in the way your parents would have wanted. They would have
    died for you like Longbottom's parents did, wouldn't they? There's no doubt in my
    mind. They got tortured in the first place because they didn't simply run away and
    leave you there."

    "They would never leave me alone." Harry felt his mouth drying out with hatred at
    the thought.

    "Right." Black nodded. "That's what I mean. And they'd want you to survive now.
    They wouldn't mind if you took some risks, but you don't care about destroying
    yourself…that's horrible, Harry. It really is. They would want you to live, and if
    you can't heal them, they would want you to make a life for yourself in a different
    way. Maybe as a Transfiguration master. But to live."

    Harry found it hard to shake his head. It was like his neck was frozen. "You don't
    know that about them," he said. "Not really."

    "I know they loved you. I know they wished you to live. That was something Sirius
    talked about all the time."

    "I thought you didn't have any contact with him the last few years he was alive,"
    Harry said, glad to know that he could spot the lies and tricks even when he was
    lying on his back in bed.

    Black gave a faint snort. "Not contact. He wrote me letters all the time.
    I think he was trying to convince me how good his life was and how stupid I was for
    staying behind to be our parents' heir." For an instant, a shadow crossed his face,
    but it was gone before Harry could think of a good way to use it as a weapon. "He
    just never actually answered the ones I sent. But he talked constantly about you
    after you were born, and how much your parents loved you." Black looked directly at
    him. "How much he loved you. He did die trying to get vengeance for
    your parents, and you. If you don't think you'd dishonor your parents by becoming a
    mindless, snarling wreck, then think about dishonoring my brother. Maybe your sense
    of duty to the dead is stronger."

    Harry shook his head to clear it. Black could fill it with dangerous, seductive
    lies. Now he regretted asking the man to speak more seriously. When he did, he tried
    to lure Harry away from his goals. "I won't become a mindless, snarling wreck."

    Black studied him for a second, and then he turned and held up his wand.
    "Accio Uncle Cgynus's globe."

    The thing that came flying to Black's hands perhaps a minute later was a heavy
    crystal ball of the kind Harry had seen Divination students using. But this one
    didn't have a base, and there was a large rune inscribed on the top that Harry
    couldn't read at this angle. Black rubbed the crystal clear with one sleeve and then
    tapped his wand on the rune, murmuring something that sounded like the Black family
    motto.

    The crystal took on a soft glow, white and gold. Black turned it around so Harry
    could see into it.

    The image that took form showed a huge room, one with airy windows and a bed like
    the one Harry was lying in. It didn't look familiar enough to actually be
    this room, but Harry would have bet that it was somewhere in Grimmauld Place or the
    Dark Manse.

    There was a woman chained to the bed. She scrambled around the room on all fours,
    sniffing the carpets and tearing at them with her fingers. She had dark hair that
    hung around her face, but when she turned her head to look "out" of the globe, Harry
    could see her eyes were yellow and glowed like a wolf's.

    She had other differences, too, Harry noted slowly. She had short, thick claws
    instead of fingernails. Her hair was grey and shaggy, and in a few other places where
    the torn robes parted, Harry could see more fur. When she sat back and panted, her
    tongue rolled out of her jaws more freely than a human tongue did.

    "Who is she?" Harry asked quietly, not looking away from the globe. He wouldn't
    frighten easily, if Black was trying to frighten him.

    "Druella Rosier," said Black easily. "Well, Druella Black, really. She was my
    uncle Cygnus's wife. The mother of Bellatrix. She was interested in werewolves, and
    experimented on a number of them."

    Harry's claws shot out. Black shook his head. "Of course you're angrier about
    threats to people who spend part of their time as animals than you are to genuine
    human beings."

    "Werewolves are genuine human beings," said Harry. "And I don't think she was a
    werewolf."

    "No. But she became convinced that lycanthropes were stronger and better than
    humans without the curse. She thought she could gain the strength of the wolf by
    Transfiguring herself into one, bit by bit, without the trauma and boredom of getting
    bitten and changing at each full moon."

    "And she became that," said Harry, staring at the woman in the globe. The yellow
    eyes flashed as she took one of the bed-curtains in her mouth and started shaking it
    back and forth. Harry tried to watch her and think of her movements as having a
    purpose. He tried to think that she would turn around in a minute and tear at the
    chain, or curl up and pretend she was harmless so someone would come and get her
    out.

    "Yes," said Black. He touched his wand to the rune on top of the globe again, and
    swirling mists filled it, then melted. Now it just looked like ordinary crystal or
    glass, the way it had before he touched it. "Now you see what can happen when someone
    goes too far into the world of the animal, whether in an attempt to gain the animal's
    power or with a greater goal the way you have." He leaned back and studied Harry
    again.

    "You could have shown me that before."

    "You gave me no indication you would listen."

    Harry shifted back and forth in the bed and stared down at the soup in front of
    him. "My parents are still more important than me," he said.

    "But they wouldn't think so," said Black quietly. "You don't know what they're
    like now. Or, rather, you could say they're not like anything. They don't
    have the power to think about things like you putting your life in danger and make a
    choice. On the other hand, you know what they were like. If you bring their
    minds back and it turns out they don't have an opinion, you'll know you've just
    created a pair of mindless copies who do what you tell them. If they do have an
    opinion, then you have your parents back, but you've caused them more pain."

    Harry tried and tried to think of a way out of that logic trap. His claws shredded
    the blankets as he thought about it. Cross crept up to his shoulder, purring, and the
    mice got out of his pockets and crowded around his neck. Even Yar stretched her wings
    as if she would fly to him and reassure him.

    But there was no way. He wanted his real parents back, and hearing they'd
    loved him and would do anything for him was good, because that was the way
    he wanted to be loved.

    But those people wouldn't want him if he changed himself too much. Or if he
    changed them too much. Or they would be horrified, and his mother would weep, and the
    last thing Harry wanted was to see her weep.

    He stared up at Black. "I don't want to cause them more pain," he whispered.

    Black nodded to him. "I didn't think you did. And I don't think you've gone too
    far, you know. You've achieved some remarkable things. You're not so feral that you
    can't turn back to being human. You've already talked to me and put more thought into
    what you said today than you did for three whole days before that."

    "I could have done more if you would have done more." Some anger was
    coming back, Harry thought, along with his ability to speak. This time, his claws
    shredded the top of the bowl that Black had served him the soup in. "You just joked.
    I don't—react well to that kind of humor."

    Black looked away and nodded once. "I understand that now. I didn't then. I told
    you the truth when I said I'm bored and I've been alone for a long time. I think
    joking is the best way to relate to people because at least it makes them listen to
    me and try to figure me out." He flexed his hand as if he had claws of his own.
    "I'm—sorry."

    Harry blinked some more. He hadn't ever expected an apology. He touched
    the blankets again, but this time only to touch them, not to shred them with his
    claws. "Then—you've changed your mind?"

    "Yes." Black put his chin in his palm and considered Harry again. "I'll do what I
    can to help you. But not just to achieve your goal of healing your parents or killing
    my cousin. I'm sorry, destroying her." His mouth twisted, and Harry saw a
    glimpse of the grin that was probably always going to be there, lurking beneath any
    serious façade he adopted. "I'll try to help you become more human, and find a safer
    way of healing your parents than sacrificing yourself."

    "What if nothing will work except that sacrifice?" Harry asked, because he had
    always thought that was true.

    "Then I'll try to make sure you know the full value of that sacrifice." Black
    looked as if he was laughing at some private hilarity, although without letting Harry
    know what it was. "What good would it do to give up something you don't value?"

    Harry rubbed the back of his neck. Again he thought there was something he was
    missing here, but Black was being honest, as far as he could tell. "You want me to
    feel bad about doing it, if I do it."

    "Yes."

    Harry considered him again. "That sounded like it wasn't a joke."

    "I'll try to keep that tendency in check from now on."

    Harry hesitated again, but he thought this was one of the best offers he would
    get. At least Black hadn't reacted the way Professor McGonagall probably would have,
    by crying over him and trying to lock him up in St. Mungo's in the Janus Thickey Ward
    with his parents. And he did have knowledge that Harry could learn from. Sometimes he
    had acquired things in classes at school that had been useful, even if they would
    never matter to him as much as Transfiguration.

    "I'm not a child," he said.

    "Only legally, and in some kinds of knowledge." Black shrugged. "You don't
    research well. I noticed that when you were reading through my libraries. You don't
    know how to track down things that might help you unless they're obvious from the
    title of the book. And there's some Dark Arts you'll have to learn, to
    reverse the effects of the Transfigurations you've done on yourself. And you could do
    things with Charms and Healing magic that you could never do with Transfiguration,
    when it comes to your parents…"

    He was off, talking as fast as he'd sometimes done when he was purely joking, but
    differently this time. Harry began to slowly eat the soup, although he had Cross and
    the mice both sniff it for potions that might drug him. When his animals didn't find
    them, Harry relaxed enough to eat most of it.

    Black cast a Warming Charm on it without being asked. Harry nodded at him. They
    could work together when they understood each other. Just not when one of them was
    joking all the time and the other was serious.

    

    "I must have knowledge of some kind about Harry Potter, Severus."

    Severus bowed before the Dark Lord and spoke the only plan he had. It wasn't one
    he rejoiced in, but on the other hand, he was still alive and wanted to remain that
    way, and this could not hurt Lily worse than being without her mind in St. Mungo's
    did. "Longbottom's mind reveals that the boy is obsessed with his parents, my
    Lord—"

    "That is not news. You told me so when I first asked about him."

    Severus breathed carefully. He would have to if he wanted to survive. "But
    Longbottom confirmed it. I believe making a threat to his parents would be enough to
    bring the boy to the hospital, where we could capture him at our leisure."

    The Dark Lord brought his head up and studied him from a distance so close that
    Severus felt sweat break out on his skin. He was telling the truth and knew
    he was telling the truth, but he still had the impulse to lock down his mind even
    more tightly than it already was.

    "Did you know that Bellatrix has disappeared as well?" the Dark Lord asked
    conversationally. "Along with the Lestranges. That means we cannot make the threat to
    Potter's parents as credible as we could if we had them."

    Severus blinked, and connected the scrying wards that had held him out with the
    disappearance of the Lestranges. It seemed Potter had found a powerful ally after
    all.

    But at the same time, he tucked that knowledge in the back of his mind. He had not
    yet decided how he wanted to use it.

    "Perhaps not," Severus said, after a pause that he could only hope the Dark Lord
    would take the right way. "But we can use other Death Eaters." He paused again, and a
    smile stretched his mouth. "I would be happy to be one of them."

    "Because you cared for the Mudblood."

    "The Lily Evans I know is gone," said Severus with perfect truth. It was their
    shared memories and Lily's bright glow of personality he had loved, and madness had
    erased them both. "But I would enjoy seeing the Potter boy brought to hand."

    And that was true no matter what master he ultimately served or how he ultimately
    decided to use that knowledge.

    "Very well, then," said the Dark Lord, and leaned slowly back on his throne. "Then
    you have six days to execute this, Severus."

    Severus bowed and took his leave. His mind was already burning with thoughts of
    what he could do and what he might have once he had done it.

    The boy would be brought to hand to and to heel, sooner or later. And
    Severus would see into his mind beyond the thoughts of his parents.
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    Chapter Twenty-Seven—Training

    Harry looked slowly around the room on the second floor of Grimmauld Place that
    Black had converted into a dueling arena. He had to admit he didn't have much sense
    of what a dueling arena should look like. When their Defense professors had them
    practice dueling, it was always just in a classroom with the desks shoved back
    against the walls.

    This one, though, had softly shimmering shields that looked like gongs set along
    every meter of wall space. The floor itself was some flat, plain sand that didn't
    slip like tile and wasn't as hard as stone. Harry shifted his feet on it, getting
    used to it. He made a small jump, and waited, but the floor didn't puff up around him
    like dust would, either.

    "Good?" Black asked, strolling in at the door. When he shut the door, it blended
    seamlessly with the wall behind him. He turned and cast several Locking Charms on it.
    "So no one gets any ideas about retreating too quickly," he added.

    Harry nodded and continued examining the walls. There were small round circles
    that he had dismissed at first as part of the wallpaper, but now he could see that
    they were slightly varied in size and placement. He pointed to one and tilted his
    head at Black.

    Black ignored him. Harry frowned and then remembered one of the things they had
    agreed on before coming in here. He sighed and opened his mouth. "What are those
    circles?"

    Black smiled and answered at once. "They're more defenses—or offenses, I suppose
    you could say. Spikes come out of them. They're designed to discourage duelists from
    resting their backs against the wall or staying there too long when they're flung.
    Ten seconds is what you get."

    Harry blinked. "Some of this room looks like it was designed to injure people more
    than protect them," he said, when Black propped his chin in his hand and waited
    patiently for Harry to speak what he wanted to say.

    "It was, in a way. It was supposed to train people to rely on their own bodies and
    skills and not something to support them."

    Harry fumbled for the words he wanted, in his surprise, and then managed to ask,
    "Not even to rely on walls and other barriers?"

    "Barriers?" Black paced to the side and touched the wall above one of the round
    spots. "Is that the way you see them?"

    "In one of the battles I've fought, barriers were important." Harry thought about
    the bookshelves crashing in Lupin's room, and then thought of the way he'd dodged and
    circled when Dudley and his gang were chasing him around corners, and added, "Perhaps
    more than one."

    "I believe that." Black looked at him for a moment, then shrugged. "We'll work
    with conjured barriers later. When you're fighting someone in a room that has a lot
    of objects, then they're important. But for the moment, what I need to train out of
    you is that trust you have in objects."

    "Trust?" Harry couldn't think of anyone he trusted except his animals, and to a
    certain extent Neville and Professor McGonagall.

    "That they won't move or otherwise hurt you. You need to learn that every object
    around you can be a weapon, and sometimes that's a weapon against you."

    On cue, the floor began to shake beneath Harry. He reacted the way his instincts
    and training prompted him, springing up, spinning around, and coming to rest on a
    different patch of floor.

    That one was shaking and rippling too, though, and more to the point, spreading up
    in an immense wave that shrugged dueling sand off its back as it moved. Harry tucked
    into a small ball, but he still had to come down, and the moment he did, the floor
    began to move again.

    "What are you going to do now?" Black called, twirling his wand between his
    fingers. He stood near the door, on the one patch of floor that of course wasn't
    moving, a faint smile on his face. "You have to land somewhere, and the walls are too
    round to provide you with a good projecting edge!"

    That's true, at least. Harry wanted to object that the room wasn't really
    a natural dueling ground, that most of the time he would have a place to land and
    something to knock over the way he had in Lupin's chambers. But he was too busy
    jumping to have the breath, and Black was too busy laughing to listen.

    Harry finally found the answer when he felt the passion to have a place to stand
    flooding through him. Most of the time, he found it difficult to Transfigure one
    object to another unless he had enough emotion for it, but right now, he certainly
    did.

    He flicked his wand and reached out with some of his wandless power, too, and the
    nearest wall twisted and flowed into a windowsill. Harry landed there and leaped
    again, making his muscles twist and push and flow before he truly thought about it.
    The less time he spent thinking about it, the less time Black had to react.

    He leaped straight at Black, and even when the man raised his wand, Harry was
    content. He could see the gaping mouth and knew Black had been taken by surprise.

    If Harry couldn't win their first duel, he could do a few unexpected things
    still.

    Black's next spell grabbed him and slammed him out of the air. Harry struggled
    against the invisible hand that was holding him in place. And there was another spell
    that was making the muscles in his legs jerk and twist in random patterns, like a
    lightning bolt that only affected that part. Harry knew it was probably a common
    jinx. It just hurt him more because those muscles were so much bigger in him than in
    other humans.

    He could admire Black, using simple spells to his advantage.

    But Harry wasn't defeated.

    He aimed his wand at Black's feet and whispered the first incantation that came to
    mind, remembering one of the spells that Professor McGonagall had showed them early
    on in second year. "Commuto caligas mures."

    Black went over backwards as his boots abruptly Transfigured into rats. They first
    bit his feet and then scattered towards the sides of the room, looking for places to
    hide. Harry hadn't tried to create them with any special qualities, which meant they
    acted like normal rats, and wisely wanted to get away from human beings as soon as
    possible.

    Sometimes Harry thought he should have imitated them.

    "You're still only using Transfiguration!" Black snapped, as if it was a personal
    insult, hopping back to his feet. "Counter this with Transfiguration if you
    can! Cavea fulgoris!"

    The air all around Harry twinged in warning, and then he found himself enclosed in
    a cage whose bars were electric. When Harry tried to get to his feet, the ceiling,
    made of crackling, circling ball lightning, drifted down towards his head and gave
    off several warning charges. Harry lay down under it for a second and watched the
    ceiling come closer and closer.

    He had never tried to Transfigure lightning, the same way he hadn't done it with
    fire, or smoke, or anything else that wasn't a substantial object. Even water was
    tricky to work with unless it had been made into ice.

    But that didn't mean Harry was about to give up.

    He Shrank the cage with the common charm that they'd all learned from Flitwick,
    and caught sight of Black's startled face before the lightning struck him and burned
    through him.

    For a second, Harry couldn't breathe, and his muscles jerked and burned and
    twitched worse than ever, only this time all over his body. But none of that was a
    new experience, from Dudley hitting him in the solar plexus before and Black shocking
    him a few minutes ago. He waited it out, forced his way through the pain, and twisted
    to his feet.

    "That didn't come from Transfiguration," Black murmured, but his voice was a
    little softer, and he regarded Harry with interest that Harry didn't think was
    feigned.

    "I don't need Transfiguration when I can bear pain," Harry reminded him, and shot
    a hand out. When his claws came free, he ignored the trembling that still afflicted
    his muscles and drew his wand down the air in front of him. Black seemed inclined to
    stand still and stare at him in wonder, and that was fine with Harry; it made what he
    did now all the easier. "Ambo!"

    Black flinched and fell backwards, raising one hand to the fine scratches that now
    trailed down his right cheek. Harry had cast a charm that linked the air and his
    face, and should have made him bear deep and bleeding wounds.

    Should have. Harry stared at the faint scratches and frowned.

    "A good try," Black said, with a nod. "And something I should have expected. But
    you've let too much strength leak into your Transfiguration and can't put enough into
    your charms."

    You want strength? Harry let his wand dangle, as if he was stupefied with
    doubt instead of aiming it, and then snarled, softly enough that he thought Black
    wouldn't hear, "Reducto."

    The Blasting Curse took the floor apart at Black's floor, but he sprang back and
    out of the range of flying splinters that Harry had tried to cause. He shook his
    head. "You might not believe me, but the fact remains that your magic adapts to the
    channels in your mind and body that you want it to use. If you only concentrate on
    Transfiguration, then yes, charms and curses are going to be weak."

    Harry cast again, this time a Blasting Curse at the shield behind Black. It
    bounced the way he wanted to, but Black twisted out of the way before it could hit
    him, and then Harry was the one ducking and weaving to avoid it.

    "You see," Black said, not even breathing hard, as he stood back up. It occurred
    to Harry with a hostile prickling of nerves that Black wasn't dueling him back, not
    anymore, only watching him and patiently explaining. As if Harry was a kitten trying
    to climb a tree and Black was the wise older cat sitting up there and watching him
    struggle. "You need to work on making your curses stronger and faster, and not
    getting—"

    This time, Harry used a wordless Blasting Curse, which he had heard was something
    you could do. But it only resulted in a faint shimmer to the side of Black, and then
    a little exploding noise. Black went on without seeming to notice it.

    "—Frustrated, because that just makes your aim weaker."

    Harry tensed his hands against the immediate impulse to respond by lashing out. He
    tried to focus on what Black was saying, make sense of it.

    Say Black was right. Or pretend he was. Harry was skilled at that kind of game,
    even though he hadn't played in years. He used to pretend that he could have friends
    around Muggles, that he could make the Dursleys love him, that he could get Dudley to
    stop beating him up.

    Say he was, just for a minute. What would it mean?

    It would mean that Harry needed to put more attention into studying charms and
    curses and countercurses, and stop getting so frustrated when Black did something he
    couldn't. And he needed more work on non-verbal magic. He had just seen that for
    himself.

    While he stood there pondering, Black decided it was a duel again and shot a
    Blasting Curse at Harry. Harry leaped over it casually and went back to thinking.

    But would he need that kind of magic to heal his parents? Could he
    justify spending the time on it if all he did was win duels with Black?

    This time, the curse Black tried to use was one shaped like a tornado. Harry
    couldn't remember the name, but he knew it would curl around him and imprison him in
    a whirling wind of dust. He leaped over that, too, and sent a couple of his mice to
    distract Black.

    The mice were nibbling at Black's bare feet, and his dodging around them gave
    Harry the time to cast Finite Incantatem on the Tornado Curse, which had
    curled back around and tried to catch Harry in whirling tendrils from that direction.
    When the curse dissipated, Harry turned to bring down Black another way.

    Black was standing right in front of him with his wand glowing blue and the tip
    aimed straight at Harry's collarbone.

    Harry stood up straight and breathed a little. He didn't recognize the blue light,
    but he could feel its heat from this close, and see the sparks, metallic in color,
    that arced away from it and landed on the floor of the dueling room. He darted his
    eyes to Black.

    "A smart person would surrender at this point." Black's voice was soft and casual.
    "But that's a smart person. I wonder what you will do."

    Harry felt his hands tense again, but he couldn't afford—one lesson he had already
    learned—to simply snap and flail around because he felt insulted or inadequate. There
    were things Black could teach him, and while they might not relate directly to
    healing his parents, Harry had already turned aside from that path. Taking vengeance
    on the Dursleys didn't relate directly to that, either, or trying to hurt Black, or
    ruining Snape's potions.

    He already had other goals. What he needed to do was accept them and assimilate
    them as part of his practice before that practice consumed him.

    He bowed his head slowly and said, "I surrender." One of his mice crept up to
    Black's heels and looked at him inquiringly, but Harry shook his head and reached
    down a hand to scoop them up.

    "Good." Black stepped back and looked him over. "You surprised me a few times. But
    that's a weakness as much as a strength, if you rely on it too much. Can you tell me
    why?"

    Harry closed his eyes. Black had said something about Harry surprising Bellatrix
    and the Lestranges, too, and it had certainly helped him to capture them. But when he
    thought about it, it wasn't too hard to find the answer to Black's questions.

    "Because surprise only works once," he said. "Against new enemies. Old ones will
    either know better, or they might even tell new people about what I can do." The
    words dragged and stuck in his throat. Harry didn't want to say them, and not only
    because he felt silence was wiser most of the time. "The only way to prevent that
    would be to kill everyone the first time. And I don't want to kill my enemies all the
    time."

    "Exactly," said Black, although he did give Harry a funny look on the last words.
    Maybe he didn't believe that Harry didn't want to kill people yet. Harry tried to
    stand there and radiate sincerity, but that only seemed to increase Black's
    bafflement. "You need to learn other spells. Be fast and flexible as well as
    unexpected. That's one thing we'll work on."

    He paused and then added, "But I can only really teach you some spells you
    probably already know and Dark Arts, since that was what I specialized in. I'm not a
    Defense professor or anything like it."

    "That's all right," Harry reassured him. "We had horrible or fake Defense
    professors most of the last few years."

    Black shook his head. "But that won't make much difference if we want to do
    something bigger."

    "Bigger how?" Once again, Black seemed to think his words were obvious, and Harry
    had to remind him they weren't. His mice wriggled in his pockets, reacting to his
    distress.

    "I tried to do something opposing the Dark Lord when I was very young," said
    Black, and his mouth turned downwards. "I failed. I survived, which was something I
    didn't expect, but that was the thing that shocked me into realizing I couldn't use
    Dark Arts all the time and expect them to do everything."

    "I don't care about Lord Dudders—"

    "Who?" This time there was no mistaking the expression on Black's face.
    He was desperately trying to hold back a laugh.

    "That's what I call Voldemort. After my cousin Dudley." Harry shrugged when Black
    stared at him incredulously. "He seems just as spoiled. He wants to have everything
    he wants, and he doesn't care who he has to destroy to do it."

    Black blinked rapidly several times, and then seemed to find his way back to
    himself. "Well. Yes. I suppose one could see him that way. But why don't you care
    about him? His Death Eaters were the ones who tortured your parents."

    "And now I'm learning from one of his Death Eaters."

    "Well. Yes," Black said again.

    Harry nodded at him. He had made up his mind to listen and learn, which meant he
    could change directions rapidly. Distantly he wondered if Black would be able to keep
    up with him, and then decided that it didn't much matter if he couldn't.
    Harry would be the one choosing their path, in that case.

    "I want to heal my parents," Harry said. "As you so cleverly discerned. And I want
    to study other things than Transfiguration. And I want to make the Lestranges pay.
    That isn't the same as wanting to bring down Lord Dudders."

    Black paused as if listening to some suggestion from another voice. Harry waited
    patiently. As long as Black wasn't succumbing to the madness of the family that
    several books in the library had discussed, then he could take all the time he
    wanted.

    "But what if those things were connected?" Black asked slowly. "I want revenge,
    too. Revenge on the Dark Lord for making me waste so many years of my life, before I
    learned what was really important to me. And causing the death of my brother,
    indirectly."

    "I thought Sirius didn't matter to you."

    "He matters more to me dead than he did alive."

    Harry thought some more. In the end, he had to nod. He could understand the
    reasoning because he thought that his parents mattered more to him mad than they
    would have sane. If he'd just grown up with them like a normal kid, he would probably
    be a normal kid, and maybe he would even be like Dudley: spoiled. His
    parents had loved him a lot, Black said. That could lead to spoiling people.

    Harry sort of thought he preferred to be the way he was now.

    "I want to bring down the Dark Lord," Black continued. "And you want to heal your
    parents, and do the other things you mentioned. We'll find that easier to accomplish
    with allies."

    "If you wanted to bring in Dumbledore and Snape, forget it," said Harry flatly.
    "Dumbledore will never trust me, and I have my own reasons to dislike Snape."

    Black laughed softly. "I could say exactly the same thing. Well. I wasn't
    going to suggest them. I was going to suggest Professor McGonagall."

    Harry folded his arms, feeling the mice sit up in his pockets in readiness. The
    rats he'd Transfigured Black's boots into were huddling against the walls. Harry
    wondered if it would be worthwhile collecting them and trying to tame them. He hadn't
    created them for a specific purpose, so they wouldn't be intelligent and friendly of
    their own free will, unlike Amicus.

    "Why her? If it's only because she's the Transfiguration professor and you think
    you'll bribe me by including her—"

    "What a little beast you are," said Black, in a voice that was almost admiring.
    "Why you didn't Sort Slytherin I'll never know."

    Harry stared at him. Black had figured out his deepest secret, and he decided this
    wasn't exactly one. It was only that no one had ever asked him about it before
    because no one had ever thought he should be there. "The Sorting Hat told me I could
    go there."

    "Why didn't you?"

    "Lord Dudders. And I fought Malfoy on the train."

    "Mal—oh, Lucius's son. Of course." Black shook his head. "Sometimes I lose track
    of who has what children, since it's never been a concern of mine. That
    reassures me. If you'd Sorted Slytherin, then Severus would probably have got you
    under his control anyway."

    "No," said Harry positively. "I would never have liked him, and he would never
    have liked me."

    Black's shrug dismissed the matter as unimportant. "What I want Professor
    McGonagall for is that she does understand Transfiguration, and she'll help you more
    than I can in adapting your battle skills. And she has the respect of other
    professors at Hogwarts—if not Severus—and connections to former Gryffindor students
    who hold high positions in the Ministry. That's not something I would ever
    be able to provide. We need connections. We need a unified effort, but a
    decentralized one. One of the foolish things the Order of the Phoenix did in the
    first war was provide a large group of opponents for the Dark Lord to attack at once.
    It was no wonder so many of them died."

    "What about Neville?"

    "Longbottom? I don't think his grandmother would be pleased if we contacted him."
    Then Black began to grin. "Of course, looked at the right way, that's an
    incentive."

    "What do you have against Neville?"

    "Against Longbottom? Nothing in particular." Black shrugged. "I do think people
    have no idea how he defeated the Dark Lord and are putting too much hope and trust in
    him, and not enough in other methods of winning this war. That's one reason I want to
    move. I'm not going to sit back and trust in Longbottom to save me.

    "But against Augusta Longbottom…she insulted me terribly at Sirius's funeral. I
    haven't forgotten it, and I won't."

    "So you won't ally with her?"

    "I think allying with her grandson will be enough of a blow to her," Black
    announced cheerfully. "What brought Longbottom to your mind? Do you think he would
    listen to Professor McGonagall if she agreed to ally with us? Would he come? He could
    be valuable if we can discover how he defeated the Dark Lord and whether he can do it
    again."

    "He's in Gryffindor," said Harry slowly. He wondered if he should protect Neville
    from Black, and then decided that Professor McGonagall—if she even agreed at
    all—would help him do that. "And Neville is more than just someone to study."

    "Then you can be his closer ally," said Black. "I'm indifferent to it,
    really."

    "But you want to ally with me? I'm the same age as Neville."

    "You're a much more experienced fighter. And you're interesting. And you were
    Sirius's godson." Black propped his chin in his hand and studied Harry. "I'm
    sure I already said this. Are you going to go along with me or not?"

    Harry weighed the options in his head. He hadn't signed any binding contracts with
    Black, or sworn any oaths. He could break away if he needed to. It would probably be
    even easier to do that if Professor McGonagall and Neville were here. Professor
    McGonagall was fierce and could fight back against Black if she needed to.

    "Yes."

    

    The owl that brought her the letter was brown and white, not unusual, and Minerva
    opened it not expecting anything special. But when she recognized the handwriting
    scrawled on it, she had to put the letter aside for a time and bury her head in her
    arms on her desk, while she sobbed quietly with relief.

    Then she opened it and read through it.

    Hello Professor McGonagall,

    Please don't tell anyone about this. My ally says that both Dumbledore and
    Snape can read minds, so you'll want to make sure you don't look them in the
    eye.

    I'm staying with Regulus Black. He's already helped train me a little and
    protect me from a scrying attempt that was trying to find me. He says that he wants
    to ally with you and Neville, too. I was staying with Neville's grandmother at first,
    but she ended up bringing me to a Black family house that was supposed to be empty,
    and Black caught me in it. So we don't know if we're going to ally with her
    yet.

    Could you ask Neville if he'd be willing to be involved? I know you and I can
    protect Black from using him, if he tries to.

    Please write me back.

    Thank you,

    Harry.

    Minerva had to wipe away tears steadily for five minutes before she was any use,
    and then she concealed her face in her hands. No one was walking into her office or
    even past it at the moment, but she still felt the need to do it.

    Then she sat up and reached for the quill and the ink.

    This is much better news than I ever thought to receive.

  


  
    28. Gryffindors and Slytherins
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    Chapter Twenty-Eight—Gryffindors and Slytherins

    "W-What did you want to talk to me about, Professor?"

    Minerva gave Neville as calming a smile as she could. She understood why the boy
    was nervous when she'd asked him to stay behind after Transfiguration. It was only a
    week since she had given him the Murtlap for his hand and encouraged his plan to put
    together a secret Defense group in spite of Umbridge. She had even promised to cover
    for them if she could. As far as she knew, Neville and his friends hadn't chosen a
    meeting place yet, making the question moot.

    But now, she had a different plan to propose. "I got a letter from Harry the other
    day," she whispered.

    Neville's face transformed completely. "Is he okay? Where is he? Is he ever going
    to come back to Hogwarts?"

    Minerva had to smile again. She wondered for a moment if Augusta had ever seen
    this look on Neville's face, and then dismissed the notion. She honestly had no idea
    how Augusta interacted with her grandson, except that it didn't increase his
    confidence. But Neville had never complained about how she treated him.

    Until I confronted him, he didn't complain about Umbridge, either.

    Minerva put the thought away to examine at a later date, and said, "He's fine. He
    stayed for a short time with your grandmother—"

    "But she said he had no idea where he was!"

    "It seems that you have more of a co-conspirator in your grandmother than you
    knew, then."

    Neville's face was a study. Minerva told herself sternly not to forget that she
    wanted to ask him about Augusta later, or at least owl Augusta. The woman was so
    proud that she might give an honest answer without thinking about the
    implications.

    "As for whether he's going to come back to Hogwarts, I think it's unlikely, at
    least right now. But he's staying with Regulus Black. And he wants to know if we're
    interested in help to take down You-Know-Who."

    Neville actually staggered back a step. Then he reached up and petted the cat who
    sat on his shoulder, as always, so close and devoted that Minerva forgot about him
    most of the time. He was part of Neville, like his wand.

    "Of course I am," Neville whispered. "I should have known Harry would never
    abandon me."

    Minerva nodded briskly. She had the feeling that she should encourage that
    perception as much as possible. The more faith Neville could have in his friends, the
    more he would have in himself, too. "He hasn't. But he can't do much from this
    distance, either. It's up to us to come up with something. Do you want to help me
    plan here? Or do you want to come to a meeting with me, and Harry, and Black? It's
    more of a risk," she added, when she saw Neville starting to answer, one of the few
    times that she'd ever seen him act like an impulsive Gryffindor.

    "I know that," said Neville, with a little irritated shiver of his skin
    like a horse shrugging off a fly. "I want to do it anyway."

    "Good," said Minerva, and sent him on his way before Umbridge could come around
    and overhear. Neville received so much post that no one would notice if Minerva sent
    him an owl when she had a firm meeting place and time.

    And now she felt as if she could start breathing real air for the first
    time since Umbridge had entered the school.

    I can finally feel like I'm doing something.

    

    Severus stepped slowly inside St. Mungo's, and concealed his sneer at the weakness
    of the defensive spells. The hospital had spells in place that would detect blood,
    and broken bones, and certain curses, and almost nothing else. They didn't
    think anyone would break in except perhaps to steal certain Potions ingredients,
    which were in their own, separately protected, room.

    It would be easy to set up an ambush here that would take Potter. Perhaps a bit
    harder to spread the rumors that would snare him in the first place, but that was why
    his Lord had given the job to Severus. He was the best.

    He could have left, then, since this had been only a scouting mission, and while
    many fewer Healers were here in the night than in the day, he stood a chance of
    rousing one. But he trusted in his Disillusionment Charm, and there was something he
    wanted to do.

    There was no separate wall of defensive spells guarding the Janus Thickey Ward,
    either.

    Severus paused with his hand on the door when he reached it, and listened. There
    were no snores from behind the door, or voices. Severus didn't know if his enemies
    were asleep, but at least he could be sure no Healer was with them, either.

    He opened the door and glided inside.

    Lily and Potter were both awake, lying motionless in bed, their eyes pinned and
    staring at the ceiling. Severus hesitated when he saw that, but neither turned when
    they saw him. Perhaps, at that, their normal condition was not so different from
    sleep.

    Severus thought about approaching Potter, but there was no need. He had already
    come to terms with the fate that had fallen on his primary enemy, and his main regret
    at the moment was that Potter wasn't sane to mourn over his son, fallen into the
    Dark.

    But his secondary enemy…

    Severus stood beside Lily's bed. There was nothing left of the girl, the woman, he
    had known, he told himself. Certainly nothing. Her hands had never been still in the
    old days. She had never had a glazed or empty look in her eyes. That was the kind of
    look that belonged to her son, with his damnably obsessed mind. Even when she was
    bored, she had a low, sullen glimmer in her face, as if she was plotting the
    suffering of the person who had dared to bore her.

    Severus could not help contrasting her with the woman whose face had changed when
    she heard him say the word Mudblood.

    If she was a true friend, she would have forgiven that. She forgave Potter
    worse.

    Severus felt his hands clench, his breathing get fast and shallow. He suddenly
    couldn't remember if he had shut the door, and looked swiftly over his shoulder. An
    open door would bring a Healer in, and some of them would be suspicious enough to
    call others.

    But the door was shut. Severus turned himself back with a shake. It wasn't like
    him to forget that.

    Lily had always affected him more than anyone else.

    He thought about not speaking the words. In truth, he had spoken them to her in
    his mind long before, and saying them aloud would change nothing when she hadn't the
    wit to understand them. And the instincts of the wary predator in the back of his
    mind said even that soft sound might bring a patrolling Healer.

    But in the end, he judged the risk safe enough. And the chances were strong that
    he would never see her again.

    "You could have saved me," Severus whispered to her. "You could have stood by me.
    If I had had one anchor to prop me up, I wouldn't have continued with the
    Dark Arts. They enchanted me, but never the way your eyes did, your face. If
    you had smiled at me once more, I wouldn't have needed to replace the anchor. And the
    only anchor available to me at the time was the Dark Lord. My friends weren't enough,
    they never were. I would have turned away from them at a word from you."

    Lily lay there, breathing only, not blinking, alive only by courtesy.

    "Your son has no anchor," Severus told her quietly. "Transfiguration, perhaps, but
    just as Dark Arts couldn't be mine, Transfiguration won't be his. One needs something
    to cling to. He has no friends, no leader, no mentor, no Lord." For a moment, he let
    his hand touch her red hair.

    It felt like nothing.

    "I wouldn't have needed a Lord," he said again, "if you had stood by me."

    I was wise not to come here, he thought then. He could recognize the same
    churning emotions rising in his chest that had risen on the night they spoke for the
    last time. Fear, anger, frustration. Why couldn't she understand? How could
    he make her see?

    But Severus had spent the last fourteen years understanding that his frustration
    made no difference, and no one had the right to make him afraid. Even the Dark Lord
    would pay for that offense, in the end.

    That left the anger. And the anger was still great, that she hadn't fled when she
    saw the Death Eaters who had come to end her. That she had let herself be tortured
    into madness and picked that over the life she could have had in the shelter he would
    have made for her.

    Severus stood and fed the anger on the sight of her still body until he knew he
    would need no sight to rouse it again. Then he turned away.

    There is still one pair of blank green eyes in the world that I can inspire to
    spark with something more than stillness.

    

    "Neville. What's wrong."

    That was Hermione, Neville thought, while he stroked Dapple's tail with one hand
    and stared at his friends. When she was really stressed, she didn't even make it into
    a question. It was a combination of statement and staring.

    Neville didn't think he should tell her, though, or Ron, who was leaning on the
    back of her chair and also staring at him. Even though his friends were wonderful and
    supporting him against Umbridge, because they knew he was telling the truth, this was
    probably too dangerous for them. Ron and Hermione didn't really know Harry, and they
    weren't as close to Professor McGonagall as Neville was because of all his extra
    training. He shouldn't tell them. He should let them stay here.

    "Neville."

    But the problem was, the more Hermione spoke like that, the more Neville
    remembered her standing at his side during the Triwizard Tournament. And the more Ron
    stared at him like that, the more Neville remembered him coming back to him last year
    after his little bout of jealousy. And there was the chess game Ron had played to
    save them all and the Philosopher's Stone, and the way Hermione had researched
    basilisks, and how both of them had tried to offer him help during the evenings when
    he came back exhausted from his extra training or shaken too deep for tears because
    the training had been with Snape, and how Hermione helped him with homework, and Ron
    tried to teach him strategy…

    They were at his side. Always. And if they found out that he'd kept something from
    them they would be hurt, and they would probably find a way to tag along and be in
    more danger from someone like Regulus Black. And if they didn't find out
    until later, that would be bad.

    And if a miracle happened and Neville managed to keep his secret, it would fester,
    buried, between them. They always told each other everything, even if that was
    because Ron was really bad at keeping secrets in the first place and Hermione spoke
    before she thought and Neville was just bad at lying.

    "All right," he said. "It's like this. We're going to do something to stop
    Umbridge, Professor McGonagall and I. And we're going to do something to help stop
    V-Voldemort." Ron still flinched like he'd been jabbed with a Blood Cactus's spines
    at the name, but Hermione was getting better; she just turned pale. "It's a
    meeting."

    "Who with?" Hermione sounded breathless.

    "With Harry."

    It took them a moment to recognize the first name. They'd never been as close to
    Harry as Neville was, never thought of him the same way Neville did—although they'd
    been entirely approving when they'd found out Harry had Transfigured Dapple for
    Neville. But then Hermione caught her breath and whispered, "He's not dead?"

    Neville shook his head. "He was apparently staying with my Gran for a little
    while, actually." And he was going to have to speak to Gran about that, and figure
    out what he thought. He didn't know what he thought right now. He had too many other
    things to think about.

    "Oh." Hermione seemed at a loss for words, which was so unlike her that Neville
    caught Ron's eye and they both smiled. Then Hermione said, "Of course we want to go.
    We will go, Neville, you know that."

    "'Course we will, mate." Ron reached out and nudged Neville's shoulder with a
    closed fist. "We're best friends. We're Gryffindors. That's what we do."

    Neville closed his eyes and sighed. He thought he would have Professor
    McGonagall's anger to face when he explained, and of all his professors, he hated it
    most when she was angry with him. It was so much like disappointment. And
    disappointment led him back to thoughts of Gran, and all the people who hated him
    right now for not being the shining hero they thought he should be, and not coming
    back with Cedric alive and Voldemort defeated the way he was supposed to.

    But as he felt Hermione grab his hand and Ron move around behind his chair,
    Neville knew saying whatever he had to say was worth it. And his friends would be
    there to help him explain, the way they were there to help him do everything
    else.

    The way Harry will be.

    

    "This is for your own good, Draco."

    It was the only thing Father had said, the only thing Father ever said when he
    wanted Draco to do something he didn't want to do. And Draco knew that struggling and
    protesting would get him nowhere. At best, it might make Father withhold that new
    experimental broom he'd planned to give Draco next year.

    At worst, it might make him do something…drastic.

    And really, there was nothing unpleasant about lying on the divan in the small
    sitting room while Mind-Healer Selywn examined him. She had a frown that
    made Draco want to curl up and hide, but she was gentle as she turned his head back
    and forth and stared into his eyes. Draco had been under Legilimency before, but this
    didn't feel like that. Then again, he didn't know enough about what Mind-Healers did
    to say what it was. He resolved to learn more about it if he didn't have to
    spend several days in St. Mungo's.

    Selwyn finally nodded and stood up, turning to Father with that same frown on her
    face, but lessened. "You were right, Mr. Malfoy. He is suffering from the effects of
    a deeply-placed Memory Charm."

    Draco stared at the ceiling, since he knew what would happen if he flinched and
    looked at Father or the Mind-Healer. But his mind echoed with the emptiness of
    astonishment. When would someone have Obliviated him? Draco knew most of the
    secrets in Slytherin House, and he knew he hadn't suddenly forgotten anything about
    anyone important.

    "I thought so," said Father, and Draco hid the heretical thought that of course he
    had, or Selwyn wouldn't have said that he'd called her in for that reason. Father
    didn't know Legilimency, but Draco didn't want to encourage him to learn. "So. How
    soon can you break it down?"

    "Without pain? It will take several hours and a sedative for your son. With pain?
    In five minutes."

    "Five minutes, then."

    Selwyn nodded and turned back to Draco, who barely had time to brace himself. Then
    her wand traced an arc in the air before his eyes, and created a pattern that looked
    like a rainbow doubled and turned back on itself.

    The rainbow flared bronze and began to rotate on its axis. Draco had watched it
    complete two full rotations before it turned and flew into his face.

    Draco screamed and reached up a hand to claw at his eyes. It was going into them,
    sinking into them, and it felt the way he imagined it would feel to have
    molten metal poured on them. Selwyn seized his hand and held it back, and when Draco
    held up the other one, she bound it to his side with some sort of charm.

    Draco didn't know what charm, and he couldn't know, because he couldn't
    see. The pain occupied his whole world, pain of walls falling inside his
    head, pain of someone stabbing him again and again in the eye. He screamed, even
    knowing what Father would probably say to him after the Mind-Healer left, because
    going mad if he tried to keep silent scared him more.

    And then it ended so suddenly that Draco went limp. He felt hot, exhausted tears
    trickling down his cheeks. It surprised him slightly. He'd been so sure that he
    didn't have eyes.

    "Ah," said Selwyn, somewhere outside the pain that now dominated Draco's
    comprehension. "Yes. Most interesting, Mr. Malfoy. It seems your son has an enemy
    whom he caught coming out of a workroom in the Hogwarts dungeons where the other
    young man was apparently practicing magical experiments. Since the other student
    wasn't a Slytherin, he had no good excuse for being there. He threatened your son
    into keeping silence by telling him he would set rats on him to gnaw him to
    death."

    Draco gasped in silent shock, ignoring the way, for the moment, the air felt
    molten in his throat. What? But I don't remember—

    But he did. The memories of Potter were suddenly there, sharp as cracked
    glass.

    "Who would dare to do this to my son?" Father asked.

    Draco answered before the Mind-Healer could. "Potter," he croaked, opening his
    eyes. "Harry Potter. He was doing—something, and he threatened me with his rat. And
    then he Obliviated me so I would forget."

    Father was silent, but in the way his eyes sharpened, Draco read his own
    forgiveness for both screaming and being so weak as to get hit with a Memory Charm in
    the first place.

    "Potter. So." Father's hands worked over the top of his cane for a moment. "How
    interesting. We will…have to do something about this."

    

    Albus leaned slowly back and closed his eyes. In this innermost, private sanctum,
    the library behind the Headmaster's office, he could forget about the need to keep up
    appearances. He could have a Muggle reclining chair here, and no one would fuss at
    him about how he needed to act like a wizard.

    A soft trill sounded from his left, and Albus reached out a hand without looking.
    Fawkes landed on his arm a second later. Albus marveled, as always, at how light a
    phoenix was. He looked as if his talons should make him weigh as much as an
    owl, but instead, he was all air and fire.

    But the wonder was half-absent, and Albus opened his eyes with a weary breath and
    looked at the book in front of him. It was the greatest treasure of his office,
    passed down from Headmaster to Headmaster over the years. Nothing could remove it
    from the sanctum; even if someone discovered a way around the magic-soaked stones, it
    would disintegrate before it went anywhere else.

    It was a "book" only by courtesy. Infinitely expandable leather bindings bulged
    with pages torn from scrolls, copied over from journals and diaries, and scribbled
    with notes from other books. Everything a Headmaster found useful or interesting went
    here.

    And at last Albus had found a solution to the major mystery he had been
    researching, but it was not a happy solution.

    "Well, no one said it would be," he told Fawkes, who ducked his head and rubbed
    his neck against Albus's. Albus smiled at the old signal—older than the book, maybe,
    but then even he didn't know how you would go about estimating a phoenix's age—and
    stroked Fawkes's chin.

    Fawkes closed his eyes in ecstasy. Although he often commented on the things Albus
    struggled and fought with and researched, he hadn't chosen to do so this time; he
    just wanted to be petted.

    Albus looked around the room as he thought. The walls were stone, but red and
    gold, not grey. They were so impregnated with magic that the power constantly sought
    some harmless outlet, and turning the stones different colors was harmless enough.
    Albus knew the colors altered with the Headmaster, though. They would have glowed
    silver and green, dark and mysterious, when Phineas Nigellus Black reigned here, for
    example.

    All around the circular room were shelves, set flush with the walls and containing
    the originals of the silver "toys" in his outer office. These were the instruments
    that looked after the health of the portraits, told him if blood was spilled in the
    corridors, detected the presence of Dark Arts, and guarded any number of secret
    entrances from the Forbidden Forest. Here no one could spy, no one could see. And
    Albus was as safe here as he could be anywhere.

    But other people do not have this sanctuary.

    Albus's smile faded slowly as he glanced back at the Headmaster's book. He sighed
    and turned the frayed pages, reading aloud to Fawkes for lack of a better
    audience.

    "There is a condition called Lycaon's Syndrome, rarely seen except among those
    human children who have spent the years of their childhood with centaurs or
    werewolves. They will have the eyes and bodies of beasts, their magic shaping them in
    accordance with their minds' desires to be one with their caretakers. It is pure Wild
    without Will or Word or Wand, the most primal form of Transfiguration.

    "It is to be noted—and this is something that those studying Lycaon's Syndrome
    have tried on occasion to exploit—that the Transfigurations created by sick children
    are permanent. They partake of the Wild, not a Will, which falters, or Words, which
    fall silent, or a Wand, which is not always waved. They feed moment to moment on that
    primal magic hovering around the child.

    "But Lycaon's Syndrome kills, in the end. It always makes the children who
    suffer it into beasts, and they turn on those around them as a wild wolf turns on
    those who would try to make it into a dog. Great masters of Transfiguration they are,
    but Lycaon's sufferers will always return to the wild, and the Wild. Their bodies and
    Transfigurations will dissolve at the end into pure magic, and return to the forest
    primeval."

    Albus shook his head. Fawkes had gone still on his shoulder, a sign he was
    listening. Albus stroked his neck and murmured, "I never thought Mr. Potter might be
    suffering from that, since Minerva told me he had learned Transfiguration the usual
    way. But it makes sense of his Transfigured animals, and it makes sense why I could
    not immediately connect him with that eagle. What I sensed around that animal was not
    a distinct magical signature, but the Wild and the Wild only."

    Albus sighed and shut the book. He had to admit that Potter was low on the list of
    his priorities right now, between trying to make sure that he nudged Neville gently
    in the right direction and readied the Order of the Phoenix to bring the war to
    Tom.

    But then, since Mr. Potter and his creations would both dissolve soon, it might
    not have to be. Only, if he saw him in battle, Albus would know he could expect no
    more mercy from Potter that he would from a wild beast.

    Kill him gently, kill him quickly. That would be the best and most painless
    way.

    "Oh, Lily," he did whisper, letting his mind linger in contemplation of those who
    would be hurt. "Oh, James. If you could see what your son has become."

  


  
    29. Meeting the Semi-Opposition
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews!

    Chapter Twenty-Nine—Meeting the Semi-Opposition

    "Ah. It seems we're going to have company we didn't anticipate."

    "What?" Harry turned around. He had Yar on his arm and several mice in his
    pockets. Cross and Spellmaker, as he'd named the new cat formed from Bellatrix's
    wand, had been left behind in the house; they still made the mice nervous, and Harry
    had no convenient way to carry them with Yar riding him.

    "Not just Minerva and Longbottom. Two others Apparated in." Black had his eyes
    closed and his fingers splayed across the surface of a diamond-colored sphere he had
    found in Grimmauld Place. Harry watched the colors follow his fingers. He hadn't
    trusted Black's explanation about how the sphere worked, not completely, but he
    trusted that it would alert them to the presence of magical signatures. "I don't know
    them."

    Harry winced a little. He couldn't work the sphere because he wasn't a Black, and
    he knew Black himself only recognized the other two because he'd studied under
    Professor McGonagall and apparently Neville shared his family's common magical
    signature. No chance of knowing who the other two were until they approached them
    here.

    "Here" was a long meadow, a narrow patch between two stands of trees, studded with
    short grass. Harry approved of both the trees and the grass. Enemies might approach
    them unseen, but they'd have to Apparate in first, and Yar would see movement near
    the trees and warn him. And it was hard to get across the grass without being
    seen.

    "How much do you trust Minerva, Harry?"

    Harry was slow to answer. It was still strange to him to hear Black call both him
    and Professor McGonagall by their first names. "A lot. I would have let her do
    something about the Dursleys if she'd offered earlier."

    "And Longbottom is the same age you are. I will allow them to approach. But have
    your animals ready."

    Harry raised his eyebrows a little, thought about saying that Neville had received
    a lot of extra training, and then left it alone. He was learning the right way to get
    along with Black.

    Soon enough, the four figures came through the trees. Harry relaxed right away
    when he saw the size of the ones who trailed behind Neville. Not large enough to be
    adults, and right now that was all he cared about.

    Not all Black cared about, though. He made a noise like Cross when Black had
    accidentally stepped on his tail. "That red hair means Weasley. Why would a
    Weasley have come with them?"

    "Ron Weasley is Neville's best friend."

    "That isn't enough explanation for why he's here. And who is that other one with
    them?"

    Harry knew a strange, short surge of joy that he could say something that would
    irritate Black. He obediently squinted as if he didn't recognize the other person
    either, and then said, "That's Hermione Granger. His other best friend."

    "Both in Gryffindor. Both students, I assume." Black paced slowly back and forth
    as the others came nearer and nearer.

    "If it comes to that, Neville is in Gryffindor, too," Harry pointed out. "And
    Professor McGonagall is the Head of Gryffindor. And I should have gone to Gryffindor,
    if the Sorting Hat hadn't wanted to play some sort of game."

    Black glanced at him from the corner of his eye. "You were never meant for that
    House. It would have been Slytherin, if certain people hadn't been stupid."

    He turned to greet Professor McGonagall before Harry could ask who had been stupid
    in this case. But it was probably him, in which case Harry didn't care to hear the
    answer. He would rather to talk to Professor McGonagall and Neville, anyway.

    Professor McGonagall nodded to Black, but she had her eyes on Harry. "You're all
    right," she whispered, and it was more than blatant that she was not talking
    to Black.

    "I told you I was," Harry said, a little confused. He had known she would be glad
    to hear from him, but he hadn't thought she would doubt him so much. It didn't seem
    like the kind of thing a professor who liked a student should do.

    For a moment, Professor McGonagall stood still, and then she smiled faintly. "You
    did indeed. I'm afraid that when I've gone so long without hearing from someone
    I—care for, then it takes longer for the news to sink in."

    Harry nodded. He could relate. He had gone so long thinking his parents were dead
    that the implications of them being alive had taken time to sink in. If Professor
    McGonagall hadn't taken him to see them in hospital and to visit Sirius's grave, it
    would have been even longer.

    "Harry."

    And then it was time to turn around and smile at Neville. Harry was glad to see
    Dapple was still perched on Neville's shoulder, and that he even glared suspiciously
    at Harry when he came near. Maybe Black was right about Harry only creating animals
    that did what he told them to, instead of acting independently, but this was at least
    proof that Harry could create animals that didn't obey him. "How have you
    been?"

    "I'm fine." Neville reached out and shook Harry's hand, and then suddenly grabbed
    him in a hug. Only a quick motion with Harry's arm prevented Yar from descending on
    Neville to try to wrench his eyes out of his head. As it was, she flapped off in
    disgust and screeched at them from the top of a tree.

    "I was so worried. Even Gran said she hadn't seen you, and then…"

    "I'm sorry. I would have told you where I was earlier, but I wanted to hide from
    Dumbledore."

    "Did he threaten you or something?" Neville pulled back so he could look Harry in
    the eyes, but someone else answered before Harry could.

    "Professor Dumbledore is a great man! This must be a misunderstanding."

    Harry looked coolly at Granger. He didn't dislike her, and he knew she was a good
    friend to Neville, but it irritated him that she didn't see the obvious. "Who else
    would I have run away from? Snape doesn't frighten me enough, and there are no other
    enemies hunting me. Not like Voldemort is hunting Neville." He would refrain from
    using the name "Lord Dudders" for now, but only because no one else would understand
    it. It was still the way Harry felt about him.

    "Well, a terrible misunderstanding, then." Unlike Weasley, who was watching
    everyone as if time would tell him the right away to feel about Black and Harry,
    Granger had leaped into things with both feet. She brushed her hair away from her
    face and moved closer to Harry. "But Professor Dumbledore wouldn't want to hurt you.
    He wants all his students to succeed."

    "In this, Miss Granger, I'm sorry to inform you that you are wrong." Granger
    turned with a little gasp to Professor McGonagall, who was frowning. "He did want to
    try and corral Harry, largely because he was worried about his mastery of
    Transfiguration. Whether that would have meant doing something more permanent, I
    can't say."

    She shot a glance at Harry, who nodded back. She could have said, but it
    would take time to talk Granger and presumably Weasley around. Take the soft tack
    first and let them believe what they wanted for now, but work on influencing them
    subtly.

    "The Slytherin way," Black muttered behind him.

    Harry had a lot of practice now in resisting the urge to argue with Black. He just
    looked Neville in the eye and saw the way Neville nodded back to him. Neville
    probably had to trust Dumbledore more than Harry did. He still wouldn't say anything
    to Dumbledore about Harry.

    It would cause problems that he'd brought his friends along, but probably it was
    better than having them sneak along behind—which Harry knew Gryffindors had a
    tendency to do—and cause trouble when they got caught, or sent an owl to Dumbledore,
    or something.

    Harry paused at the nature of the thought. It was the first time he'd thought
    something that was so uncomplimentary about Gryffindors.

    Maybe Black is right and I don't really belong there.

    But Harry shook that thought out of his head as he and Black went about setting up
    the Shield Charms and various spells that would prevent anyone from overhearing them.
    His House placement didn't matter right this instant. What did was keeping the
    meeting safe and secret and deciding what they would do next.

    

    Minerva realized, only a minute after she began evaluating Regulus Black, that he
    was evaluating her in much the same way, and for much the same reasons.

    We both want to know if the other will treat Harry right.

    It might have been amusing in other circumstances. For now, Minerva could only
    hope that her initial impressions were correct, because Harry could become so badly
    damaged if they weren't.

    Black seemed to know where Harry was at all times. He turned his head a little now
    and then to keep him under observation as Harry raised the spells, which Minerva
    could only be impressed by; obviously Black had made Harry focus more on his studies
    in Charms and perhaps Defense. And Black didn't look contemptuous or fascinated.

    He seemed interested, that was all. Watchful.

    He kept an eye on Minerva, too, which Minerva couldn't blame him for. They didn't
    know each other well outside interactions more than fifteen years ago as professor
    and student. And she had been Head of his rival House and fighting in the Order of
    the Phoenix. Black must know that now, whether or not he had at the time.

    Black finally turned and conjured a bench. Minerva Transfigured several taller
    clumps of grass into chairs. Harry didn't bother using his own skills, but simply
    took one of the chairs. They sat in a circle, Black close to Harry, Minerva on his
    other side, and Neville, Miss Granger, and Mr. Weasley across from them.

    "So," said Minerva. "You wanted to speak with us as allies."

    "Yes," said Black. "Several days ago, we captured my cousin and my in-laws."

    Neville turned a sick white; his friends merely looked puzzled. Harry nodded in a
    way that told Minerva her first, stomach-churning impression was correct, and the
    "we" meant Black and Harry.

    "You let a schoolboy face Bellatrix Lestrange?" she asked, and knew her voice had
    gone as cold as it had during first year when she caught Neville and his friends with
    a dragon.

    Black laughed, sounding enough like Sirius for a moment that Minerva couldn't
    speak. "It was more a question of letting dear Bella face him." He reached
    out and put a hand on the back of Harry's chair. Harry's eyes followed the motion,
    but that was nothing different; he had always looked at Minerva in much the same way
    when she was close to him.

    I fear that Harry will never trust any adult moving near him without a close
    look.

    "Harry is an accomplished fighter," Black continued. "He needs to broaden his
    spells repertoire and work on mastering other disciplines than Transfiguration, but
    he's formidable." He looked at Neville. "And I understand the young Savior has
    received some specialized training, some of it from you."

    Miss Granger spoke. "That's the second time someone's said that Potter's a master
    of Transfiguration. What do you mean? And why is it important enough to irritate
    Professor Dumbledore?" She turned to Minerva.

    Minerva sighed. In truth, she hadn't been thrilled with Neville's plan of bringing
    his friends along. They got in more trouble, all three together, than Neville ever
    did on his own. But it was true that they were loyal to him and added to his
    confidence. "Can you show them, Harry? If you would," she added, as Harry's eyes
    seemed to shutter a little.

    But Harry nodded and stood up. He looked around for a second, then focused on
    another clump of grass and murmured, "Commuto graminem felinam."

    Minerva caught her breath as she watched the shadows on the grass twist into tiger
    stripes, the edges of some blade-like leaves become claws, and the bright green all
    flood into the center of its face, where they became brilliant eyes. The cat that
    leaped out of the air a second later and strolled over to Harry's feet was compact
    and assured, a hunter and killer.

    And it absolutely glowed with the tingling edge of the Wild.

    "How did you do that, Harry?" she whispered.

    Harry stared at her. "You were the one who asked me to show them, Professor
    McGonagall." And you're a Transfiguration professor, were the words that he
    didn't add but Minerva knew were brewing in his mind.

    Minerva smiled at him and ignored the sound of Miss Granger and Mr. Weasley
    exclaiming over the cat. They had seen Neville's Dapple. It must be the process of
    this one forming in front of their eyes that they found strange. "I mean the exact
    technique that you used. I know your imagination formed the cat and called it forth.
    But did you use a strong Will? Were the Words so important to you?"

    Harry paused thoughtfully, and, for some reason, exchanged a glance with Black.
    Then again, if what Black said was true, he had been encouraging Harry to focus on
    other forms of magic besides Transfiguration. While jealous for her art, Minerva
    could see the need for that. Perhaps Black and Harry would both permit Minerva to
    pick up Transfiguration lessons again with Harry, while Black handled whatever other
    skills he thought Harry needed to know, like combat magic.

    "I see what you mean. The Words are important because I studied Latin. And I
    wanted the cat to form because I wanted to show you what I could do—"

    "Why?" That was a change from the Harry Minerva knew, who kept so many of his
    abilities a carefully-guarded secret.

    He looked at her in much the same way as the cat was doing. "Because you asked,
    professor."

    He has changed. But so much is still the same. Minerva tucked away the
    sense of a dangerous power and added, "But for you, most of the art is in the
    Wild."

    "Yes. That's why I couldn't improve my object-to-object Transfiguration,
    Professor. I can only mostly do animals."

    Minerva kept herself from smiling, because she knew Harry well enough to know he
    would take it the wrong way. His body was abristle now with expectation. He thought
    she would scold him, and try to get him to do things he didn't want to, and make him
    equally expert in all branches of Transfiguration simply because she wanted him to
    be.

    But while Minerva still might not understand Harry's facility with Transfiguration
    completely, only a fool would deny that he could do certain things beautifully. She
    nodded. "Then we must teach you a different way."

    "Professor?"

    "Teaching the Wild is difficult, sometimes useless, for theoretical reasons that I
    suspect you know already." Minerva paused in expectation.

    "Because no one feels it in the same way, and some people can't feel it at all,"
    Harry said back, sounding like the textbook. Well, she had probably used exactly
    those words in the past. If Harry didn't memorize the textbook, he probably memorized
    her.

    Minerva nodded. "It's hard enough to motivate someone to tame their imagination
    and really think about what they're imagining and what the practical
    limitations of creating something, especially an animal, are. It would become
    impossible if I also tried to get students to feel the exact same Wild as I do.

    "But for a student who already focuses most of his magic through the Wild, that's
    a different story. I can teach you a few techniques that will help you feel the same
    kind of life energy I do. And you can try practicing joint Transfigurations with me.
    That may improve your ability with objects, because I have more experience at
    performing that kind of spell than you do, and it might allow me to become better
    with animals."

    Harry blinked, and blinked again. "But I thought you were already good at turning
    things into animals, Professor."

    "I can't make my Transfigurations permanent, the way you can," Minerva told him
    softly. "I would very much like to learn how to do that, Harry."

    Harry sat there and blinked some more. Minerva held his gaze. She didn't fear to.
    It was nothing less than the truth. Harry could fear the lies adults fed him, and
    Minerva would even encourage that behavior when she thought it would keep him safer,
    but he would find no lies in her. She meant every word she said.

    

    I don't know exactly what's going on. But I want to know.

    Neville watched both Professor McGonagall and Harry closely. Ron was watching the
    cat instead, but in the way that meant he was trying to figure his way through an
    unexpectedly difficult trap that his chess partner had almost trapped him in. And
    Hermione was still muttering Transfiguration theories to herself and pointing her
    wand at the new cat, which responded by hissing.

    Dapple hissed back.

    I don't know anything about the Wild. What does it mean that Harry can use it?
    Why does Professor McGonagall want to help him so much?

    It hurt, a little, to see Professor McGonagall smiling at Harry the way she had
    never smiled at Neville. Neville thought Professor McGonagall was the one person who
    could stand up to Gran if she wanted to. And she was the Gryffindor Head of
    House. That her favorite student was a Ravenclaw stung a little.

    But Neville bit his lip, and reminded himself that Harry had been through a lot in
    the last few weeks, and Professor McGonagall had even thought he might be dead. It
    only made sense that she would be concerned about Harry and want to train him more.
    Neville wanted to train alongside him and make sure he was safe.

    So he listened, and tried to discover even more.

    

    Harry turned to Black. He was the one who would have to make the final decision on
    Granger and Weasley remaining. He had looked at Professor McGonagall with neutral
    eyes, at least. And Harry could make his own decision on that. Even if Black
    disagreed with the one he made, he couldn't actually force Harry to do anything.

    Black caught his eye and nodded once. Harry spoke to Professor McGonagall while he
    listened to Black discussing things with the Gryffindors.

    "I'd like to learn with you, professor. It's just, how would we do it when you
    have to be at Hogwarts, and I can't be there?"

    "There's always letters, Harry…"

    "You understand why I want to have you here, Longbottom. But bringing your friends
    argues you can't keep secrets very well. Why did you invite them along, when you
    ought to have known this was a very private meeting?"

    "Because I'm actually the one who's in the most danger of betraying you." Harry
    knew from the sound of Neville's voice that he would be shivering, but he would also
    meet Black's eyes. "Professor Dumbledore is more likely to read my mind than theirs.
    Or Professor Snape. So I'm the one who could tell them more."

    "But exposing the secret to more people makes it more dangerous. And what happens
    if your friends don't approve of what we're doing? Would they betray us to
    the Order of the Phoenix?"

    "I'd like it if we could meet for lessons, too," Harry told Professor McGonagall.
    It was time to explore something Black had told him, that people wouldn't get upset
    if he told them what he would like. It didn't mean they could do it, but
    they might at least be inspired to try.

    "We can do that," said Professor McGonagall. "At least, we can meet through the
    Floo. That would let me see what lessons you're working on, and I think I could see
    the Wild operate even through flames." She smiled hopefully at him.

    Harry cocked his head. "So you want to learn from me, too, Professor? You think I
    could teach you more than just making your Transfigurations permanent?"

    "Even that would be something wondrous, and something that would probably take me
    a long time to master. I don't know the Wild as well as you do. But there are
    definitely more things I want to learn after that." Professor McGonagall
    hesitated a moment, then reached out and squeezed Harry's hand. "I can't envision
    wanting to stop learning from you, Harry."

    "I won't tell anyone anything you don't want me to, mate."

    "And Professor Dumbledore is a great man. I mean, would it be so bad to tell
    him?"

    "You don't listen," said Black, in a voice that told Harry how tired he
    already was of speaking to Granger. Or maybe both Granger and Weasley. Weasley made
    promises of eternal loyalty, but all Dumbledore had to do was glance at him, and he
    could read the truth out of his head. "No, we won't tell him, because he wants to
    bring Harry under his control. Possibly use him as a weapon. Even kill him."

    "Why would he want to do that?"

    "Because he fears what he doesn't understand, little witch. He always has. He
    thinks the Dark Arts are a complete and unmitigated evil, which means anyone who uses
    them even once is suspect for a lifetime. He thinks wizards are more dangerous than
    Muggles, and so he doesn't take any threat Muggles present seriously. He doesn't try
    to understand opposite political viewpoints from his own. He destroys them."

    "Excuse me for just wanting to be included in the wizarding world!
    V-Voldemort wouldn't do that."

    Professor McGonagall caught Harry's eye, and nodded a little towards the
    Gryffindors. Harry nodded. He thought they'd said what they needed to, which meant he
    could attend fully to the other conversation.

    He turned to look at Black just as he cast a spell Harry had never seen before.
    The air in the middle of the circle of seats swirled and turned grey. Harry leaned
    forwards. He had read about Dementors, and he thought he was seeing them now, darting
    around a building that could only be a conjured image of Azkaban.

    Black homed in quickly on several cells. Harry didn't recognize the white-haired
    witches and wizards who lay in them. He didn't think they could be Death Eaters,
    though, or Lord Dudders would have broken them out with the rest.

    "Julius Rosier." Black spoke with his eyes fixed on the images, not looking away
    or at Granger, even though she had her mouth open to ask questions. "Henrietta
    Crouch-Kellen. Thomas Lestrange—a bastard son, in fact. Deirdre Cyan. All people
    accused of being Death Eaters during the last war, and imprisoned without a
    trial."

    Black flicked his wand, and the image vanished. He turned to a pale Granger. "In
    his position as head of the Wizengamot, Dumbledore could have demanded trials for
    them. He didn't. I know Rosier, Lestrange, and Crouch-Kellen had opposed some of his
    policies in the past. I'm not sure about Cyan, but I know she was considered a
    practitioner of the Dark Arts.

    "He left them to rot. Maybe they were guilty. But the point is that I
    don't know. No one knows. Dumbledore could have found out, and he didn't bother. You
    should think about that, and whether or not Dumbledore would sacrifice you for his
    goals if it became politically expedient. The answer, by the way, is yes."

    Black leaned forwards with his hands braced on his knees. "I wanted to discuss a
    political alliance with Longbottom, who's necessary, and Minerva, who has a good
    reason to be wary of Dumbledore after the way he treated a prize student of hers. I
    didn't ask for you, and I don't know what you can contribute to the
    alliance. If your only idea is telling Dumbledore, then I'll Obliviate you
    and you can go back to Hogwarts and think you were studying in the library for the
    past hour. And the same thing applies to you, Weasley," he added, turning his head a
    little to look at the other wide-eyed Gryffindor.

    There was silence. Harry was tense, thinking Neville might back out because Black
    had threatened his friends. Harry didn't know what he would do, in that case. Neville
    was his friend, but he wouldn't trot tamely back into Hogwarts and surrender to
    Dumbledore to appease Granger.

    After a moment, Granger swallowed and said, "I'll listen. I'll—make up my mind
    before I do anything."

    Black watched her for a second, maybe gauging her sincerity in a way Harry didn't
    see, before he nodded and said, "Then we can get on with the talk."

    Harry watched Black thoughtfully as he started outlining the plans he and Harry
    had come up with. He wondered if Black might have a better idea of the prisoners'
    guilt than anyone else here. After all, he'd been a Death Eater. He might not know
    who every other Death Eater was, but he could probably make good
    guesses.

    And if there were innocent people in Azkaban…

    It might make a weapon for them, later.

    Black glanced at Harry, eyes glinting darkly, and Harry knew his thoughts tended
    in the same direction. Harry just raised an eyebrow in response. In this, at least,
    they were of the same mind.

  


  
    30. Severus's Trap
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    Chapter Thirty—Severus's Trap

    "What Death Eaters will you take with you, Severus?"

    Severus kept his head bowed and tried not to breathe in the odor of aconite that
    hung around his Lord. Lately, it was there all the time. He thought the Dark Lord was
    researching certain potions that could give a powerful protective effect for precious
    artifacts and books—if one could reach the final stages. The aconite, along with
    other ingredients, was so powerfully poisonous that most of the people who tried to
    brew them ended up succumbing to the fumes.

    "I will take only one, my Lord. Walden Macnair."

    There was a long silence. The Dark Lord was displeased. On the other hand, it
    wasn't the sort of displeasure that immediately exploded in pain curses, so Severus
    silently balanced on his heels and waited for him to speak.

    "Why Macnair?"

    Severus breathed again. That he had asked about the identity of the Death Eater
    instead of why Severus was only taking one argued that he was, at least, willing to
    listen. "Because he has experience with physical weapons, my Lord. I want to create a
    few diversions before the final trap that centers on Potter's parents. It will be
    more frightening for the victims if he uses an axe instead of his wand."

    The Dark Lord made a sound like a snake's dried skin rasping along the floor.
    Severus recognized it as laughter, but it was still an effort to keep his face still.
    "You do not think that others will suspect Macnair once they see axe wounds?"

    "Is he the only wizard in the world who uses one of them, my Lord?" Severus asked
    mildly. "Of course, Macnair will have alibis for all the nights that I need him."

    "What alibis will those be?"

    Severus accepted the extra responsibility easily enough, although he knew that the
    Dark Lord would have been less than impressed if he'd offered to devise those
    excuses. The difference between those who died and those who survived in the Death
    Eaters' ranks was having three different plans ready for every contingency. "That he
    was dosed under the Draught of Living Death, my Lord."

    The Dark Lord leaned so slowly back that he reminded Severus, not for the first
    time, of a snake moving in water. "Then explain to me how you will effect that,
    Severus."

    "Gladly, my Lord." From the slight hiss to the side of the throne, that was the
    limit of the insolence Severus could use at the moment. Severus inclined his head,
    reminded himself to steady his breathing and appear calm, and continued, "I plan to
    stage an attack on Macnair, one that should also help with the suspicions in the
    Ministry that he belongs to us. He will be left, apparently, under the Draught of
    Living Death, and I can assure you that no Potions master exists in the Ministry who
    can brew the antidote quickly. That will be an alibi for the attacks."

    The Dark Lord considered that for some time. Then he said, "A doppelgänger, of
    course."

    "Yes, my Lord." Severus was skilled enough to conjure the body that would look
    like Macnair and need do nothing but lie still and breathe softly. The simpler a
    doppelganger's actions needed to be, the easier it was to create one.

    Unlike some, I do not specialize in Transfiguration, but that is no
    reason to limit myself.

    "I am well pleased, Severus." The Dark Lord sat back up and spoke briskly now, in
    the way that told Severus his plan had been accepted, although of course the Dark
    Lord would not be crude enough to say so. "You will go and put this plan
    into action at once. And make sure that you bring me Potter alive. You said he was a
    close friend to Longbottom."

    Severus shivered as he stood. Such hatred permeated that one word that he couldn't
    help it. "Yes, my Lord, he is."

    "Good," said the Dark Lord, his eyes distant. "I will want to have Weasley and
    Granger before the end, of course. But another friend will do now—just as well."

    Severus turned and strode away. He kept his face and mind still as he moved, and
    did not allow himself to consider whether he was going to play a part in killing his
    best friend's son.

    He would not let it come to that. He only knew, for sure, that Potter had to be
    punished. For hurting Severus himself, for somehow guarding such incredible secrets
    in his mind, for helping land Lily in St. Mungo's. If he had not been alive and a
    target of the Dark Lord's wrath for the same incredible reason that Longbottom was,
    Lily would be well and laughing.

    I will decide what to do with the brat once I have him in my
    possession.

    

    "Do you always open an owl the minute you receive it?"

    Harry looked up from his side of the table, where a small owl had just fluttered
    to a stop in front of him and extended its leg. Black was watching him with a faintly
    disgusted expression. Since he was the one who had just smothered his eggs with what
    Harry thought was ketchup, Harry didn't see how he had any room to complain.

    "I'm casting the detection spells," Harry said patiently. "And you didn't look out
    the window."

    For a long moment, Black seemed like he wouldn't look out the window,
    just to be contrary, but he did a minute later, and grunted. Yar was waiting on a
    branch in the garden, delicately balanced, her head bowed so she could keep a single
    glinting eye on the owl. If it tried something, it was going to get a face full of
    talons.

    "Very well," said Black, and spread something that looked like a mixture of bread
    and marmalade on a piece of toast. "Perhaps creating animals that only serve you has
    some merit to it."

    Harry was tired of arguing about that particular thing, so he didn't answer. He
    cast the final detection spell, and the letter remained simply a piece of paper
    without enchantments on it, while the owl was still an owl. Harry took the letter and
    opened it with the sides of his hand, holding it so that anything that sprayed out of
    the envelope wouldn't hit him in the face.

    "I take it back. There's justified paranoia, and then there's the simple
    kind."

    Harry thought about explaining how someone had sent Bubotuber pus to Granger in an
    envelope last year, when they suspected her of dating Neville, but he didn't see why
    Black needed the explanation. He spread the letter out and read it.

    Then he read it again. The handwriting was unfamiliar and the contents
    inexplicable.

    You will be responsible for the fate of your parents if you cannot prevent an
    attack on them. The disappearance of the Lestranges has been noted. The Dark Lord is
    enraged at the loss of his most faithful servants, particularly when the people those
    servants were condemned to Azkaban for tormenting are still alive. He intends to
    attack St. Mungo's at midnight on the first of November, when most of the Healers
    will be away attending Halloween celebrations.

    The note was unsigned.

    Harry laid it down in front of him and looked at it thoughtfully. It was either a
    Death Eater or someone who had appreciated their goals, given the way they called
    Lord Dudders "the Dark Lord." That didn't argue much for the message's sincerity.

    "Harry?"

    No matter how long he looked at the words, Harry couldn't reach more than the
    conclusion he already had from the letter. He shrugged and passed it over to
    Black.

    Black read it once, then again. Then a twisted smile crossed his face, and he laid
    his wand beside the letter and whispered an incantation Harry couldn't make out. He
    thought Black was probably keeping his voice low on purpose, the way he often did
    when he cast a Dark Arts spell in front of Harry.

    Harry didn't see the point, since he'd never told Black that the problem
    with him was his Dark Arts. But he kept his peace, waiting to see what the spell
    did.

    Dark flames poured from Black's wand. When they touched the letter, they changed
    color to twisting grey, with black serpents caught inside them. Black continued to
    watch them. Two of the serpents finally rose to the top of the flames and twined
    together.

    Black laughed, but Harry could see his eyes and knew it was as insincere as the
    warning. "I knew it."

    "You know who wrote it?"

    "You're smart when you want to be." But Black's voice held no teasing, for once.
    His eyes were locked on the letter, his fingers tight and quick as they clenched on
    the edge of the table. "Yes. When I used to communicate with other Death Eaters on a
    regular basis, they used charms to disguise their handwriting. We used them,
    rather. We didn't want to be implicated if someone intercepted the letter."

    He looked up, his eyes still blank. "The charm doesn't make the handwriting
    distinctive. Anyone could have written this. We were supposed to use code
    words to signal our identity. But I got fooled by one Death Eater who wanted to trap
    me—well, it doesn't matter. After that, I developed a charm that would tell me who
    had written the letter out of a limited number of candidates. If it didn't work, that
    just meant someone who wasn't on my short list wrote it."

    "Does it work by showing a symbol for each person in the flames?"

    That brought some of the life Harry was used to back to Black's eyes. He cocked
    his head and raked his eyes over Harry's face. Then he nodded once. "Sirius would
    have been proud of you, you know," he added. "You would have been a good one for
    setting up and figuring out pranks, with a brain like that."

    Harry had to pause to soak in the praise, which was at least part of the reason
    Black had said the words, he was sure. Nonetheless, he pressed on. "So who does the
    symbol of snakes entwining show?"

    Black's mouth twisted to the side. "Snape."

    Harry did blink. He would have thought any of the other rumored Death Eaters
    before him. Snape was more likely to be helping Dumbledore in his search, probably,
    than trying to trap Harry. Unless this was his way to trying to find him,
    and he just hoped Harry would rush into hospital and he could scoop him up there.

    After a moment's thought, Harry decided it didn't matter. Whether Snape was
    working for Lord Dudders or Dumbledore, the idea of the trap was the same.

    "So we need to find some way to impale him on his own hook."

    Black's eyes returned from whatever distance they'd been staring into, and his
    mouth was twisted with something like humor as he stared at Harry. "What a darling
    child you are," he said. "With a great taste for metaphor."

    Harry shook his head, not understanding what Black was going on about this time.
    "I just think that we need to find a way to take him down. It doesn't matter who he's
    working for. He threatened my parents."

    "He probably did it hoping you would rush off in terror," said Black, settling
    back into his chair. "I'm curious why you're not."

    Harry blinked. "If part of the trap is actually trying to hurt them, then I won't
    allow it."

    "But you aren't raging."

    "What's the point of showing the rage? Snape's not here to see it and be
    frightened out of doing something like this again."

    Black tossed his head back, laughing aloud. Harry continued to stare at him, and
    knew he probably looked stupid. However, he honestly didn't know what Black's problem
    was. Harry didn't think it was a particularly feral or animal thing to say. An animal
    would probably be all about striking as soon as they could, or wouldn't understand
    the concept of Snape writing a letter that tried to trap Harry in any case.

    "You are a charming child," said Black. "By which I mean practical. I imagine my
    mother would have liked you."

    "You said your mother was mad, so that's not a compliment."

    "Before she went mad." For a moment, Black looked wistful, and then he shook his
    head and stood up. "She was intensely practical. But yes, we do need to decide what
    we'll do. Do you want to take Minerva or any of our other allies with us?"

    Harry waited, thinking about it, then shrugged. "No. It would probably be hard for
    Professor McGonagall to get away from the school."

    "But not hard for Snape?"

    "He probably comes and goes a lot," said Harry indifferently. "I think Dumbledore
    would have to be stupid not to know he's a Death Eater, so he probably thinks he's
    reformed and he can trust him completely."

    "And you think he's not reformed? That he's actually working for the Dark
    Lord?"

    "The motive doesn't matter. We know what it is. To trap me. I'm just
    saying that either Dumbledore knows or he trusts Snape enough to let him get away
    with something like this, so we don't have to worry about Dumbledore watching Snape
    the way he would Professor McGonagall." Harry wondered why he had to use so many
    words to explain a conspiracy to Black. He was a Black. Conspiracy ought to
    be his lifeblood, at least from the histories of the family Harry had read in the
    library.

    Black ended up smiling a little wistfully at him. "I agree with you, at least to
    the extent that we need to take account of Severus's motives. But I hope you won't
    prevent me from coming with you."

    "No. If only to avoid harm to my animals." Harry had trained Yar carefully, but
    she wouldn't be maneuvering at her best within the confines of a hospital. And Cross
    wasn't as battle-trained as she was, and Harry had no idea what Spellmaker was
    capable of yet. She sometimes seemed inclined to obey him, and sometimes not. Harry
    wasn't about to trust her against Snape until he knew.

    "There's that practicality, again." Black stilled for a moment, watching Harry,
    and Harry stilled out of habit from being around dangerous adults. Most of the time,
    Black was always in motion, pacing back and forth and waving his hands and shouting.
    When he did something out of character, it was probably dangerous, the way it always
    had been when Uncle Vernon did.

    "I don't think I could have come to care for a child who had none of the Slytherin
    virtues," Black said quietly. "No matter how impressively he managed his own
    defenses."

    Harry blinked at him. Then he said, "But you kept telling me that I didn't have
    anything like that. That I was a feral animal who would probably be better off
    dead."

    "I never mentioned that. Only that you would die if you kept up your
    present course."

    Harry shook his head a little. He didn't know what to say, because he had been
    certain of the sense that lay behind Black's words, and it was disorienting to be
    told he had misunderstood. However, he was certain it wasn't worth arguing
    about.

    "What kind of counter-ambush are we planning?"

    Black studied him some more, than gave a noiseless sigh and nodded. "If that's the
    way you want to handle it," he said, which made no sense again. That had
    been the way they were discussing handling it, before Black's strange mention of
    Slytherin virtues had interfered. "I think we should assume that Snape will have at
    least one other person with him. Most likely a Death Eater loyal to the Dark
    Lord."

    "Why?" Harry asked in interest. He hadn't been able to discount the theory that
    Snape was acting for Dumbledore; he wondered what theory Black had that let him see
    through the deceptions swarming around Snape.

    "Because even if Snape intends to take you back to Hogwarts, he would
    plan this thing under the auspices of the Dark Lord, for fear of what would
    happen if he did not and it was found out. And the Dark Lord trusts none of his Death
    Eaters to act alone except on missions that might kill them."

    Harry considered that, and then nodded. It was nice having an ally who knew the
    Death Eaters, he had to admit, as deeply obnoxious as it was that Black couldn't
    trust Harry to work on his own. "Then how does that change our strategy?"

    Black's smile was as sly as the ones Harry had seen in pictures of Sirius. "Trust
    one who knows the layout of St. Mungo's when I say that we can change things so as to
    turn their trap back on them."

    

    Minerva smiled as she unrolled the first scroll Harry had sent her. She'd asked
    him for both an explanation of why the Wild worked so well for him and why he had so
    much difficulty with object-to-object Transfiguration. He'd done the second one
    first, because he said he would have more trouble writing about the Wild.

    Minerva didn't mind. She was just thrilled that Harry was communicating with her
    again, and even sending letters to Neville's grandmother that she would then redirect
    to him, filled with suggestions for spells that Neville's Defense group could learn.
    The more they could offer friendship and caring as a lure to Harry, the less likely
    he was to turn away and become consumed by whatever goals had driven him out of
    Hogwarts in the first place.

    And someday, I'll get him to tell me about those, too.

    The scroll talked about a little of the theory on Transfiguration and imagination
    that Minerva was already familiar with. She cut through that part impatiently,
    looking for the one where Harry's original thoughts began.

    And there it was.

    I think objects are less interesting than animals. And they can't help me much
    in my goals. The magic only works for me when I'm creating gifts for people who like
    objects. I can create gifts for people I care about or want to please.

    Minerva let out a little sigh. No saying which category she fell into for Harry,
    then, if it was true of both.

    On the other hand, perhaps you actually fall into both.

    Minerva read through the rest of the scroll, nodding. Based on that opening, Harry
    integrated his explanation with the theory he'd already quoted, and Minerva had to
    admit it made sense. Harry could imagine an animal having an independent life beyond
    him (no matter how little that was actually true of his Transfigured creatures). He
    couldn't imagine much purpose for an object.

    If I had to create a knife to defend myself with immediately, maybe I could do
    that. But most of the time, I just prefer to change an object into an animal. Either
    it's going to help me or I'm going to get it out of the way in battle.

    Minerva underlined that last sentence. Harry had told her about Transfiguring
    Bellatrix Lestrange's wand into a cat. She supposed that it didn't matter to Harry
    what the cat did after that, as long as it didn't leap on him and try to claw his
    eyes out.

    And made with the Wild, could it even do such a thing? When Minerva came to think
    things over, she had to admit there was honestly little difference between Harry's
    Transfigurations and the ones she made to help her or show off to students. They were
    still for a purpose, not natural creatures. Harry's just lasted longer.

    Perhaps it isn't so horrible after all that he creates animals to be loyal to
    him or other people, as long as he can be conscious of what he's doing.

    Minerva finished annotating the scroll and glanced at the clock. There were a few
    books in the Hogwarts library she wanted to complement her studies of Harry's
    methods, and she doubted Madam Pince would have closed the library yet. She liked to
    linger among the smells of old ink and paper as much as Minerva had when she was
    still a student, and her living quarters were nearby.

    Minerva did cast a Disillusionment Charm on herself as she walked, though. Just
    because she was out on another errand didn't mean she couldn't catch students
    sneaking about after curfew.

    She had almost reached the main staircase that led from her office to the library
    when she saw a dark shape gliding beneath her. Minerva narrowed her eyes and hurried
    a little. A student, of course, but on the other hand, it had looked too tall for a
    student…

    And it was. When Minerva rounded the corner and found the shadow standing in the
    middle of the corridor, casting charms on himself, her glasses almost slid off her
    face in her shock. It was Severus.

    Going where in the middle of the night?

    Of course, it could be a mission for Albus. Minerva knew as well as anyone that
    Severus spent some time on missions that might include spying on You-Know-Who, and it
    could be more than awkward if a student saw or questioned his preparations.

    But with the instincts of a Gryffindor prefect who had once had to avoid more than
    her share of Slytherin pranks, Minerva thought this was something more than that.
    Severus would normally make the preparations outside the school or in his office, not
    in the middle of a corridor. And he was capable of setting most students to the
    rightabout with a scowl.

    Now, he was also checking the inside of one pocket, and he held up a glass vial to
    the light for a moment before he cast the Disillusionment Charm. Minerva wanted to
    gag when she smelled the fumes that leaked to her nose.

    That was a drug that acted as a sleep aid. Minerva narrowed her eyes. Madam
    Pomfrey used it in the hospital wing, and most of the time, she would have assumed
    Severus was taking it there. But now he was a shimmer of motion in the air, since he
    had cast the Disillusionment Charm, and he was walking briskly towards the exit.

    Why would he need that potion for associating with Death Eaters? They would
    use spells to Stun someone and wake them up again.

    There was probably a reasonable explanation. You-Know-Who could want it to torture
    someone in a new and inventive way. Or Albus could have asked Severus to test a new
    potion for the sake of the Order of the Phoenix.

    But Minerva still went after him even though it might not be any of her business.
    Some of her instincts were still banging their wings against the edges of her skull,
    and even if she was wrong, she would rather be wrong and chastised than right and of
    no help.

    If he has to torture Muggles or something like that, perhaps I could even
    stage a rescue without compromising his cover.

    Severus did glance over his shoulder, once. Minerva paused and let him get ahead
    of her, around a corner, and then she concentrated and assumed her Animagus form
    without releasing the Disillusionment Charm, stretching luxuriously as her newly
    expanded vision revealed scurrying mice and scents poured into her nose.

    She followed Severus with an even softer tread. She could Apparate in this form,
    if she had to, but she would much prefer to get so close to him that she could lean
    against his robes and be taken along. She could easily spring aside once they arrived
    at the destination—Death Eater or otherwise—and she could hide.

    Then the real fun can begin.
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    Chapter Thirty-One—Wings and Claws

    "Give me a moment to do the unraveling."

    Harry waited patiently as Black attacked the protective spells on the hospital
    with a series of muttered charms or jinxes. Harry didn't know the difference yet, and
    for this particular strategy, he didn't need to care. He watched, instead, as small
    sparks of light dancing on the walls and pavement around St. Mungo's began to melt
    away one by one.

    The unraveling would only last a minute, Black had warned him; more than that and
    they risked alerting other alarms primed to note the absence of protections. Harry
    began counting under his breath the instant the last lights disappeared.

    "Now." Black sped forwards and leaped lightly across the invisible line that he
    seemed to have decided was the strongest concentration part of the protective spells.
    It might even have been, Harry thought, as he silently ran after. He wasn't about to
    argue with Black if he said it was. It just wasn't something Harry could sense.

    Long before his count finished, they were inside St. Mungo's, crouching by the
    reception desk. Harry opened his pockets without waiting for Black to assure him it
    was okay. Mice poured out and flowed over to hide in the darkest corners. Cross
    leaped down from his right shoulder and followed. Harry reached up and touched his
    left shoulder, where Yar sat on a leather bone protector.

    Surprisingly silently for an eagle, Yar unfolded herself and flew down the
    corridor, and towards the stairs. Harry followed. The letter was right. The hospital
    seemed almost deserted, and they would probably hear any Healers coming long before
    they saw them.

    "Remember that you can't go charging in the minute you see your parents," Black
    breathed behind Harry, and touched his shoulder.

    Harry turned around and stared. What kind of child did Black think he
    was, anyway? "I know that," he said. "The ambush might take place right at the door
    of my parents' room, and trap me if I did that."

    Black's mouth crooked as if he was trying not to laugh. "Right."

    He probably thinks I'm a normal child, Harry thought, and began to move
    after Yar towards the stairs, listening for the noises of her wings. Nothing had
    interrupted them yet. They couldn't control themselves if they saw their parents
    in danger, so they would run right up and into whoever was going to ambush
    them there.

    But if Black had started thinking Harry was normal, there was probably no hope for
    him, either. Harry decided that Black should get out and meet other people more, and
    then maybe he would have a normal life instead of being obsessed with Harry.

    The corridor at the top of the stairs turned to the right to approach the Janus
    Thickey Ward, and to the left towards the Spell Damage Ward. Harry remembered that
    from coming here with Professor McGonagall, the way he remembered everything about
    his visits to his parents. He thought the place was too wide, without enough doors
    and corners, for an ambush, but he sent mice running down both corridors to make sure
    anyway.

    They came rustling back that all was clear, and Harry cocked his head. Was it only
    that there was no good place for an ambush here? Or had the letter been real, the
    warning not feigned, and his parents really were in danger?

    "I can see what you're thinking, you know," said Black, and actually
    shoved past him, rude and loud, to make his way towards the Janus Thickey
    Ward. "My charm wouldn't have worked on the letter if it wasn't Snape writing to
    you." He paused and turned to look at Harry, his face insolent. "And where would
    Snape have heard about this plot against your parents?"

    "The Death Eaters," Harry said, but he knew his voice was low and uncertain.

    "And he chose to tell you when he's never cared for you or wanted to help you
    before?"

    Harry shook his head silently. If anything, Snape would want revenge when he could
    remove the Memory Charm and realize that Harry was the one who had destroyed his
    potions and hurt him in the battle in Lupin's rooms.

    "Exactly," said Black, as if reading his thoughts again. "Now, let's not have any
    more silly worries that there won't be an ambush or that we're doing the wrong thing.
    That's an undeniable downside of you becoming more human." He sniffed at Harry and
    led the way down the corridor with a long stride.

    Harry paused, wondering if he was strange for taking comfort in Black's words,
    then shrugged and followed. They had come this far, and there was no reason to
    discard their carefully-made plans without more hard proof than Harry had.

    And if it came to that…

    Harry touched the robe pocket closest to his heart. He had sculpted a secret
    weapon when he was alone in his room, come to that.

    

    "Where is Potter? I thought you said he'd be here by now, Snape."

    Severus closed his eyes and wished that he could rub his forehead. But Macnair was
    one of the most volatile of the Death Eaters. Severus had requested him for this
    mission for several reasons, but one of them, carefully unstated, was that he could
    leave Macnair to take the fall without regret and with plenty of justification should
    something go wrong.

    "He will be here soon, Walden," Severus said, and shifted his position carefully.
    They were just outside the Potters' room, under a complex mix of charms and defensive
    spells that would blur the sight of them as well as the sound, the smell—just in case
    Potter had some of his animals or the werewolf with him—and the sheer sense of their
    magic. But there was no reason to take stupid chances. "It is not yet the time stated
    in the letter."

    "You should have told him to be here earlier, Snape."

    Severus made no reply to this one, only strengthening, with a wave of his wand,
    the charm that would muffle their voices. If Walden spoiled this ambush because of
    just talking, then Severus would gut him, and enjoy it.

    The silence around them stayed quiet and neutral. Severus could almost lull
    himself into thinking nothing would disturb it, including the few Healers who had
    been left out of the Halloween celebrations to go on rounds. But his newly-recovered
    memories of the battles in Lupin's quarters made him fiercely alert.

    Potter must not be allowed to get away with humiliating him twice.

    And he must fall into Severus's hands. It would be a kindness to Lily as
    well as a kindness to his own pride. Albus wanted to use the boy, the Dark Lord to
    use, torture, and kill him. And he endlessly risked capture if he was on his own. He
    would be safer in Severus's hands than anywhere else.

    If he happened to pay for the damage he had caused in Severus's hands…

    Lily would still understand. Severus could never ask her, but he might be able to
    go, stand by her bedside, tell her, and imagine her response in the surrounding
    silence.

    Severus glanced at the open door of the Potters' room. Knowing she was there was a
    constant distraction and torment. He had already created a rippling silvery shield to
    ensure that no spell could get into the room if they happened to erupt into a
    full-scale battle.

    The only way that would happen was if Lupin was with Potter, Severus was sure.
    Otherwise, Potter would attempt to flee. But it was better to be prepared, to guard
    his love from all manner of trouble.

    "What's that?"

    Walden's words made Severus snap around and pay attention to the corridor once
    more. There was a small shadow near the entrance where it turned to join one of the
    narrow staircases leading up to Healers' offices.

    Severus wanted to sneer when he realized it was a mouse. Of course Potter
    had brought his animals with him. They were the only trustworthy allies he had. But
    the spells Severus had cast on himself and Walden should keep them safe from even a
    rodent's keen senses, and Severus watched with supreme indifference as the mouse
    moved closer.

    It did sit up on its haunches when it was close to them and twitch its whiskers.
    Walden gave an irritable little snarl, but he hushed it when Severus nudged him in
    the ribs with his elbow. No sense pushing the limits of the spells when they could
    just as well be quiet.

    If the mouse sensed them, it certainly gave no sign. It explored back and forth,
    running along the wall and even into the middle of the corridor as if looking for
    food, and circling in a broad ring that didn't come close to brushing the bottom of
    their robes, the one unforeseen contingency Severus thought might occur. Then the
    mouse turned and headed back the other way, with a long swish of its tail.

    Severus settled his wand arm comfortably against the wall and waited again. Potter
    would come around the corner soon, and Severus had dozens of spells prepared for all
    sorts of things. Albus said Potter had an eagle. Well, Severus could deal even with
    that.

    And then Potter would pay. For being there on the night that the Lestranges had
    tortured his parents, and being part of the reason they had. For living when all that
    Severus loved best in Lily had died. For continuing his father's vendetta.

    He would pay, but not die. Severus considered himself a compassionate man. Even if
    Severus had to disable Walden and make sure that his spells went wide, Potter would
    live.

    He might not find that the best thing.

    

    Minerva hadn't yet changed back from her Animagus form. She sat comfortably within
    the circle of the spells Severus had cast that kept him, and, yes, the other Death
    Eater from detection by most people and animals outside the ring. She hadn't yet
    decided if she should complement Harry once he began to attack or if she should begin
    now.

    But then she saw the mouse, and recognized it for one of the little creatures
    Harry had had with him that night they had met in the field. It would be battle soon,
    and Minerva would have to make her decision.

    She chose. If Severus was doing this as some sort of cover or on orders for Albus,
    he could simply say that he shouldn't be blamed, because he hadn't known she was
    here, and so this wouldn't affect his cover with You-Know-Who. If he was doing this
    for his own personal vengeance, then Minerva had an interest in stopping him.

    She backed up, edging into the shadows that extended around a corner from the low
    lights that St. Mungo's kept burning all night long. Then she dashed forwards, the
    soft sounds of her paws covered by the other Death Eater's noisy breathing, and
    leaped lightly into the air.

    She came down on the Death Eater's shoulders, and whipped one paw across his face,
    ducking the clumsy swing of one arm. She hissed and spat, and felt his spell go past
    her, singeing her fur but not hurting her. Fighting as an Animagus, one of her
    biggest advantages was that all her enemies expected her to be bigger on her first
    attack.

    Minerva's paw did its work, and she dug her claws deep into his right eye,
    blinding him on that side.

    His scream made her delicate ears twitch, and Minerva leaped into the air and
    twisted to avoid another spell, one she thought came from Severus this time. There
    was blood everywhere, a lot of it, and sweat, and leather from their boots.

    The other great advantage of fighting as an Animagus was the keen senses and
    faster reflexes of an animal. Of course, when they were fighting an ordinary animal,
    the humans won most of the time, because they had the intelligence to compensate.

    On the other hand, when there was human intelligence in an animal body…

    Minerva landed, leaped again, and landed again, and leaped again, and let her
    momentum and her flexible spine carom her off the wall, straight back at the other
    Death Eater. She landed hanging on his belly, exactly where she wanted to be, and his
    robe was flapping open, because she had landed hard enough to knock it aside, and
    Minerva dug her front legs into cloth and raised her hind legs.

    They came down in the raking disembowel movement that cats wouldn't normally ever
    use on a human, because their instincts would deter them from seeing creatures so big
    as prey. But Minerva wasn't a normal cat.

    The other Death Eater shrieked. Minerva couldn't cut all the way through to the
    entrails, as she would in a rabbit, but her claws were slitting flesh and muscle
    before they caught and she had to spring away, and the man wasn't going to think
    about anything but his bloody slashes for a while.

    Minerva spun on her hind legs, precise as on a Knut, and spat at Severus. He had
    his wand raised, but his curse halted as he stared at her.

    Probably saw the spectacle markings around my eyes, Minerva thought, and
    bolted out of the protective circle of Severus's spells as the other Death Eater
    sagged to his knees. On her way down the corridor, she shrieked and yowled for all
    she was worth, and few things could make as much noise as a cat determined to be
    heard.

    Soon she heard the rush of paws coming towards her, and smelled the scent of her
    own kind as well as human, and the soft tempting meat of prey, and an alien avian
    predator that made Minerva crouch instinctively as a rush of great wings went
    overhead. Then she turned and ran beside the black cat that was striding with the
    light of battle in his eyes. He twitched his whiskers at her in welcome.

    She had to flatten herself again as something leaped overhead. Her mouth
    gaped a little as she saw it was Harry, jumping with modified muscles in his legs
    around the corner. There was a roar of pain, and the mounting noises of battle.

    Black wasn't far behind, but he couldn't match their speed as Minerva and Harry's
    Cross joined the fight.

    Well, he is only human, Minerva thought tolerantly, and ducked a
    curse.

    

    Minerva. That was Minerva!

    Severus had only a moment to work past the stunning realization and prepare
    himself for what it probably meant. His hand went into his pocket and withdrew two
    potions. One was a Blood-Replenisher for Walden.

    The other was…special. Just for him.

    He tossed the Blood-Replenishing Potion at Walden, and saw him catch it in a
    fumbling hand. Severus turned away with a sneer after that. Frankly, he couldn't be
    bothered with those who couldn't take care of themselves after such a start.

    He lifted the other potion to his lips.

    Something winged and wild and overwhelming swept around the corner, and
    Severus ducked the talons that he thought were reaching for his eyes. Too late, he
    realized he should have thought about how devious the little Potter bastard was.

    The talons closed, casually, around his right hand, the one that held the
    potion.

    Severus shrieked in agony as he felt the potions vial splinter and the glass sink
    into his palm. And then more than that, it was more than that, it was
    pressure unimaginable severing his tendons and driving through skin and crushing
    bone, and he sagged to his knees, staring at the ruin of his right hand,
    understanding in a second that he wouldn't get any use out of it again without
    immediate Healing magic…

    The fucking eagle screamed in triumph above him, and swirled on to Walden. Severus
    couldn't see what happened next, couldn't look away from the ruin of his hand, but he
    could guess, from the pathetic whimpering moan and the sound of wood snapping. A
    wand, it was Walden's wand.

    Potter was coming, and Severus and Walden had lost before the battle had even
    begun.

    And then a rage so thick and deep that he had never felt its like except when
    James Potter humiliated him in front of Lily reared up in Severus. He reached out and
    deliberately picked up his wand in his left hand. He sat back on his heels and
    readied himself.

    Potter came leaping towards him, as he had been leaping in that battle in Lupin's
    rooms that he had taken the memory of away from Severus.

    Severus looked at him and spoke the single word that most tingled and most burned
    in him. "Crucio."

    

    Pain took Harry out of the air.

    He was flying one moment, he was falling the next. And long before his back
    actually hit the floor, he could feel the cramping madness in his muscles. They were
    jerking out of control, no longer his own, as if his legs were trying to transform
    themselves back into the human ones that he had been born with.

    And then the agony.

    Harry rolled to his side and tried to stand. It was impossible. Someone was
    stabbing bars of iron through his ribs. Someone was kicking his ribs in. Someone was
    preying on his heart, his liver, everything that mattered, with tongues of fire.

    He knew he would go mad. He knew it, in a way he had never known it
    before. He could feel the panic burning right behind the flames, because all he could
    see, with his eyes screwed shut with the pain, was the blank look in his parents'
    faces, who had been tortured with this same curse, and he knew would join them
    soon.

    He heard, as if from a distance, a yowl, and then Snape's voice, so blank that it
    was like hearing it from a further distance still.

    "Stay where you are, Minerva. Tell the damn cat to stay where he is, too. And the
    mice. And Black." Snape's voice faltered for a second. "Come any closer, and I'm
    going to hit him with the Killing Curse. He's not Longbottom. He'll not survive
    it."

    Harry tried to think, he tried so hard to think, but the pain was ripping him
    apart. He knew he couldn't stand more of it. He knew he couldn't go mad like his
    parents, because then he would be useless in freeing them.

    And he knew he couldn't die, because the same thing would happen.

    Those truths grounded him. He didn't have to think about those truths,
    because he knew that they were so self-evident. He stretched out a finger and
    twitched it, and then managed to flatten his hand against the floor. He heard his
    claws digging in, screeching on the floorboards.

    Snape was snarling something else. Harry paid no attention. The relevant facts
    were that the pain continued, and he wasn't dead yet.

    He flattened his other hand. At the same time, he flattened his feet, and a small
    action formed in his head, a sequence of images he had once seen in a book he read on
    birds forming in his head.

    He looked up. Yar clung to a rafter, looking down at him with those strange, wild
    eyes. Harry tried to whisper something to her, but the pain controlled his mouth too
    much. And he couldn't spring up and kick Snape as he'd been planning on.

    But he looked from Yar's head to Snape's shoulders, and he hoped that would be
    enough.

    Yar stooped. Snape was still saying something, but he must have heard the sound of
    her wings. She didn't fly silently like an owl did.

    On the other hand, Yar was so fast and heavy that Snape couldn't stop her. She
    smashed into Snape and bound to him, feet to prey, wings mantling out, her screech so
    loud that Harry's ears hurt from the echoes.

    Snape shrieked, and the pain stopped.

    Harry kicked himself up from the floor immediately, and took a hop forwards, and
    whirled on his heel to lash out. He could feel the power coiling in his muscles, how
    it felt so good to move, how they trembled but that was more than enough, he could
    overcome that easily enough, when he thought how Snape might have killed his
    parents—

    He kicked.

    There was the sound of a bone breaking.

    Yar wasn't letting go of Snape, even as he screamed. Harry knew she wanted to
    feed. She had done as he asked, had attacked the way he'd trained her to, and the
    reward of that was supposed to be food. But Snape was in bad enough shape
    that Harry didn't think he would survive if Yar tried to eat his eyes or throat, and
    they needed some answers as to who he was here for and who he was working with.

    Moving quickly enough to hold her attention but not to make her scream at him,
    Harry stooped down and picked up a shard of glass from the floor. It had blood on it.
    Maybe Snape had been holding it when he was attacked, or the other Death Eater. Harry
    moved it slowly back and forth, and Yar gave the snake-bob of her head that meant she
    was interested.

    Harry concentrated as hard as he could and Transfigured it into a rabbit. Then he
    threw it up into the air, and it began to run down the corridor, bolting in sheer
    terror.

    Yar released Snape and was airborne before Harry could comprehend it. Then she
    slammed into the rabbit, and this time she was feeding before it completed its tumble
    to the floor. Harry could see the kicks of the rabbit's legs and knew it was still
    alive even as Yar ripped into the fur and the meat.

    A soft spell went past Harry, and he turned to see that Black had drawn his wand
    and killed the rabbit. Harry nodded to him and started over to see how badly Snape
    and the other Death Eater were hurt, but Black caught his wrist.

    "What?" Harry snapped, then winced as Black cast a spell that shone a bright light
    into his eyes. Even as he tried to get away, Black shook his head and cast another
    one that made a faint ringing sound show up in Harry's ears and then dissipate.

    "You're not badly affected by the Cruciatus, then," said Black, in a tone that
    made it sound like he was surprised.

    "I thought about my parents suffering from it," Harry said, not seeing any reason
    to hide that now that Black knew about the way he wanted to heal his parents. "And I
    decided that I wasn't going to die like that."

    "Harry! Are you all right?"

    Professor McGonagall had transformed back to human form and was standing in front
    of him with her arms spread out. Harry let her hug him, because she seemed to need
    it, and then smiled at her. "You were brilliant, Professor."

    "I was—rather on fire with the battle," Professor McGonagall admitted. "That
    hasn't happened in a long time." She turned as Black stepped past her and began
    casting spells. "Are they both alive?"

    "They are." Black glanced over his shoulder. "Macnair is blind in one eye, has
    scratches all over, and has had his right hand crushed and his wand destroyed. Snape
    has a destroyed right hand, a broken right leg, and slashes on his chest that aren't
    that deep. We should get them back to my house if we want them to be in any condition
    for telling tales, though."

    "I thought—well, I thought Albus might have sent Severus here to do something
    concerning the Death Eaters."

    "No." Black laughed a little. "He sent Harry a letter mentioning an attack on his
    parents that would take place at midnight tonight. Even if Dumbledore knew about that
    plan, I don't think much of him that he let it take place."

    Professor McGonagall turned around, while Cross and the mice came up and eddied
    around Harry. Harry looked at Yar, but knew calling her off her meal right now would
    probably get him a talon in the face.

    "Why did you decide to come in force like this?" Professor McGonagall asked him
    quietly. "I can understand wanting to defend your parents, of course, but why like
    this? When you knew it was Severus?"

    Harry looked at her, then at Black. Black turned his head away in a manner that
    suggested he wasn't going to tell her anything.

    And Harry turned back and said, "Why don't you come with us, Professor? I'll tell
    you."

    It's time.
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    "You were going to tell me certain things, Harry."

    Harry nodded. He'd asked Black if they could use one of the sitting rooms near the
    top floor of Grimmauld Place, and he'd agreed without even smiling about it. He'd
    gripped Harry's shoulder when Harry was on his way out of the kitchen, too, as if he
    approved of what Harry was about to do.

    Harry had no idea why Black thought it was his place to approve or disapprove of
    anything Harry did. But the warmth of the touch seemed to linger anyway.

    Professor McGonagall sat in front of him on a couch so gaudy Aunt Petunia would
    have approved of it, and watched him. There was a steaming cup of tea at her elbow,
    placed there by a house-elf, but she hadn't touched it so far.

    "I thought my parents were dead until I met you," Harry said. "And then I realized
    they weren't, and I could still get them back. But I had to heal them, because no one
    else was going to do it. And you talked so much about Transfiguration, and it sounded
    so powerful, that I decided that was the way to do it."

    Professor McGonagall leaned close like she tended to do when she was squinting at
    mistakes in someone's practical work. For a second, Harry missed Hogwarts fiercely.
    "You were going to Transfigure...?"

    "Their brains."

    Professor McGonagall's mouth fell a little open. That did make Harry blink. He'd
    thought she would immediately tell him how dangerous that was, because she thought
    everything else he'd done was so dangerous. But she seemed stunned.

    "Why did you start with animals?" she finally whispered.

    "Because that was a good place to begin," Harry said. "No one would mind if I made
    animals. They probably wouldn't even notice. And the animals helped me survive and
    made things better for people, like Dapple did for Neville." He held up his hand and
    let her see his claws fully for the first time. "Plus, it made for some good
    experimentation before I began on myself. I needed to know what claws were like
    before I could do them."

    Professor McGonagall shut her eyes and gave a little shuddering breath. "You
    experimented on yourself."

    "Well, at one point I wanted to make a human to experiment on, but I decided I
    couldn't do it."

    Professor McGonagall looked at him a little blankly. "But if you aren't changing
    yourself anymore and you've decided not to Transfigure humans, then what are you
    going to do to-help your parents?"

    "Black and I captured the Lestranges. I was going to use them." Harry thought of,
    and then decided not to tell her, that Professor Snape was also maybe a possibility.
    She had to work with Snape, after all. And she needed to know some things, but not
    every stray thought that went through Harry's head.

    "Harry."

    Professor McGonagall actually got on the floor in front of him. Harry watched her
    in concern, strong enough that a mouse popped its head out of his pocket to see what
    he needed. Wouldn't she hurt her knees?

    "Promise me you won't do that," she whispered. "It would cross a line that
    shouldn't be crossed. Yes, some of the things you've done so far are illegal, and I
    am concerned that you reached this level of modifying yourself with so
    little regard for your life. But nothing you've done is immoral as such, except to
    people who love you. Don't torture others. Don't let them make you into something
    you're not."

    Harry had to sigh a little. "I think I have to research more about how to
    Transfigure human brains, Professor. Black already told me that. I don't know enough
    about my parents. I don't want to bring them back as mindless people who only love me
    and don't do anything they would want to do."

    Professor McGonagall climbed slowly to her feet and reached out to take his hand.
    She turned it back and forth to look at his claws. "And that's the only reason that
    you regret what you have become so far."

    "Well, Black also told me I was on the path to becoming an animal. He showed me a
    picture of what could happen if I did that. And then I really wouldn't be able to
    help my parents anymore."

    Professor McGonagall looked as if someone had punched her in the heart. Harry
    rolled his head and flexed his claws. This was the reason he hated confessing to
    people. What was wrong with her?

    

    It was not as bad as it could have been-for example, if Harry had still believed
    the things that Black had apparently persuaded him not to believe-but it was bad
    enough.

    He can still sit there and calmly tell me that he planned to experiment on
    himself.

    That, then, was the worst of what the Dursleys had done to Harry: convinced him
    that he was only worth something in pursuit of a larger goal. It was close to what
    Augusta had tried to convince Neville of, and only Minerva and some of the other
    professors who trained Neville speaking up loudly and often had held Augusta
    back.

    What protection had Harry had, with his parents altered beyond recognition and no
    one close to him who would value his life simply because it was his life? Of
    course he would decide to risk everything to bring back those he might trust to value
    him.

    Minerva reached out and covered Harry's claws with her fingers, slowly curling
    them in so that they couldn't damage the skin of his palms. Harry watched her with
    calm eyes, bright ones, still more animal than human in their lack of fear or
    understanding.

    "I would not want you to do that," she said.

    "I know. Because it's wrong."

    "Not-everything, Harry. But I wouldn't want you to sacrifice your life in pursuit
    of your parents' health even if it might not be morally or legally wrong."

    That made him blink. Minerva wondered how she had missed it, that brightness, that
    way Harry had taken so many steps along the feral path. Other adults might not have
    much reason to be concerned with Harry, but she had. And she could even
    admit to some jealousy of Black. She ought to have been the one who knew this first,
    who could confront Harry and make him see sense.

    "But everyone loved my parents."

    It was Minerva's turn to blink. Her mind hadn't followed Harry's in whatever jump
    it had made this time. "What difference does that make?"

    "They were wonderful people. I've heard that from you. And they had strong
    friends, or Sirius wouldn't have been willing to die for them and hurt Pettigrew when
    he found out what happened. And they fought on the right side of the war, which not
    that many people had the courage to. And I can still see how handsome they were. Or
    beautiful, I suppose, in my mum's case." Harry frowned, as though he didn't like not
    being able to apply one word to both his parents. "So why would you be bothered if I
    sacrificed myself trying to bring them back?"

    Minerva made a noise that caused two mice to jump out of Harry's pockets, and
    reached out, and dragged him against her.

    He resisted at first, squirming silently in the circle of her arms, doing his best
    to escape without actually hurting her. And then he seemed to realize that she wasn't
    squeezing him, and relaxed, although he still stared at her without
    understanding.

    "Just because they may have been wonderful people," Minerva continued when she was
    sure she had Harry's attention, "that doesn't mean your life is worth any less.
    Remember, your parents fought to preserve that life. I know they would have died for
    you like Neville's parents did if the Lestranges had been there to kill them."

    "But if you could have them back..."

    "I would give a lot to have James and Lily back. But not you."

    

    Harry felt as though Uncle Vernon had struck him. He laid his head back on the
    couch and stared up at the ceiling, and took a deep, gasping breath.

    It made a lot of sense. It explained a lot of Professor McGonagall's actions that
    he hadn't been sure about, and the way she'd reacted to his confession.

    And it made him-it made him feel so strange. As though he was still the boy under
    the stairs who had waited for someone to turn up and tell him he was special. As
    though that person had turned up after all, and he'd done something other than
    immediately decide that he had to heal his parents.

    He reached out and put a gentle hand on Professor McGonagall's shoulder. She
    looked at her with tearful eyes, but smiled and said, "It's true."

    "I know it's true," Harry said, because he knew it like he knew the Latin terms
    for "paw" and "hand" and "claw," deep down in his bones. "I just-didn't know it
    before."

    "Then learn it now." Professor McGonagall stood up, but pulled him with her, so
    she was still hugging him. Harry hugged her back, or at least leaned against her and
    put one arm around her. It was hard to say how good he was at this when he had never
    properly hugged someone before. "I swear to you I would have helped you find some way
    to heal your parents properly, Harry, without torture and without Transfiguring
    yourself. If you had come to me, if I'd been watching more closely, if I understood
    what you needed."

    Harry had to ask her something. "What if torture is the only way I can do it?"

    "There must be some other way," Professor McGonagall said fiercely. "There
    must. And now that I know what you want, I can start doing the right
    research. I have access to a lot of books that a student wouldn't, you know. Some of
    them even better than those in the Hogwarts library."

    Harry paused. He had never considered that. He had been focused on the knowledge
    that she would stop him if she could; it was the only thing that it made sense for
    her to do. But if she would help him instead...

    "You would really do this?" he asked, testing. If she wanted to save his life so
    badly, and didn't care about having his parents back the way he did, she might not go
    all the way, or she might do something that he never would.

    "I would."

    Professor McGonagall's eyes were steady and shining. Harry found that he did
    believe her, after all.

    And he wasn't alone anymore in his struggle to get his parents back. Black seemed
    to think he would never accomplish it, so there was no point in helping. There was no
    one else at school Harry would trust with this, no one who wouldn't be horrified.
    Until tonight, he would have put Professor McGonagall into that same category.

    But she wasn't. That meant he had her at his side.

    And the feeling of not being alone anymore lifted some of the weight from his
    shoulders. Just a little.

    

    "It wasn't very wise of you to do this, Severus."

    Severus had planned to hold his tongue if Potter or Regulus-of all people, of all
    former Death Eaters who must have helped Potter figure out part of Severus's
    plans-came to talk to him. But instead, it was Minerva, and she sat down and gave him
    the kind of plain disapproving gaze that she had used on him at the High Table when
    he sneered at Hagrid.

    It was too much, even with his wounds healed. His hands were still bound, and he
    was in a room somewhere in Black's residence, and he had no idea where Macnair or his
    wand were. He had no idea what the Dark Lord would do to punish him when he learned
    how Severus had failed.

    He turned his head away-

    Only to gasp as something stabbed his foot. He whirled around and found that
    Minerva had changed into a cat, and was scraping her claws slowly down the side of
    his boot. Severus lost the sneer he'd been planning on. He had seen Minerva blind
    Macnair in such a form. He could not afford to disregard her.

    Minerva changed back with a small wriggle and thrum of magic. "Albums didn't know
    about this, did he?" she asked.

    Perhaps only her uncertainty that it might have been one of Dumbledore's plans had
    kept her from hurting him the way she had Macnair, Severus realized with a chill. But
    his best ploy now was to act to appease her, and appeal to her, not shiver from the
    chill. "No," he said, meeting his gaze. "It was my plan to fool the Dark Lord and
    draw in the Potter boy the only way I knew how."

    "Why did you want him if Albus hadn't commanded you to find him?"

    Severus swallowed back the acid retort that apparently Minerva had done more than
    a little disobeying of Albus's commands herself. Sarcasm wouldn't help him now.
    "Because he is still Lily's son. And I had no idea where he was, what he was doing. I
    was surprised he managed to remain alive this long on his own. I wanted to keep him
    safe."

    Minerva looked at him with her eyes shining, a feline reflection in the darkness.
    Then she frowned and shook her head. "No. I don't believe that."

    "What?" Severus had never doubted his ability to fool Minerva before, and it was
    disconcerting to feel his stomach churning now.

    "Maybe I would have, once," said Minerva. "But not now. I saw the spells you set
    up. You could have ambushed Harry in a different way than taking him blind outside
    his parents' room. And why were you there with another Death Eater?" She folded her
    legs beneath her. "Black won't speak up for you. Harry wants you as an experiment.
    Convince me that you deserve to be let go."

    "What kind of an experiment?" Of all the possible ways that Potter might have
    taken vengeance, Severus had never envisioned that one.

    Minerva gave him a smile that would have looked gleeful if it was less
    condescending. "To practice Transfiguration on."

    It made sudden, and awful, sense to Severus. The boy could never have achieved his
    mastery of Transfiguration only creating animals and adding muscles or claws to his
    own body. He must have experimented on something, and it only made sense that it was
    more like "someone." He heard his own breathing turn harsh in his ears, and Minerva
    nodded in something that might have been satisfaction.

    "So. You still have a better chance of convincing me than you do of convincing
    them." Minerva stared him directly in the eye. "Talk."

    Severus bared his teeth. He would at least have the chance to speak to an
    audience, then, although it was an audience hardly likely to be sympathetic to him.
    He would take the present and leave the past and the future to themselves for the
    moment.

    "He destroyed Lily."

    "You-Know-Who? Rodolphus Lestrange?"

    Severus glared. If he could have an audience, he wondered why it had to be one who
    would make desperate excuses to avoid guessing the obvious. "Of course not.
    Potter."

    "James Potter suffered just as she did-"

    "That bloody boy is the one I'm talking about! If Lily had never had him,
    she would never have been a target!"

    Minerva stiffened. Her eyes took on another, different shine, more cat-like and
    yet more disturbing, and Severus would have shrunk back if the magical, invisible
    bonds holding him had permitted movement.

    "Harry did not destroy Lily," Minerva said quietly. "The Lestranges did, and the
    war did. What did you intend to do with Harry once you had him, Severus?"

    Severus turned his head away. What did it matter? The audience had not worked out
    in the way that it never did. Once again, as she had when he was still a student,
    Minerva disbelieved Severus and defended a Potter. "You have no interest in my
    answer."

    "Oh, I do," said Minerva, and the words were near a purr, but Severus could not
    prevent himself from flinching. "I want to know because I want to know if I should
    allow Harry to do as he wants, or protect you."

    The breath left Severus's lungs. The only thing he could think of was being used
    as Potions ingredients, cut up and hung, or vivisected. "You-would not let that
    happen."

    "I thought so when I walked into this room, too," Minerva said, right back to that
    disturbing purr. "And then I heard what you intended to do to Harry, and I decided
    that now I'm uncertain." She gave him an angelic, hard smile. "Details?"

    "I did not know what I would do with him," said Severus, "other than keep him to
    myself, and decide how to hurt him later."

    Minerva waited. Severus kept his head turned away. He knew what he would see
    reflected if he looked at her, and right now, he couldn't stand it.

    "That wasn't the right answer," Minerva said in a strange voice, and stood. "But
    it was what I needed to know." She nodded to him and left the room.

    Severus sat there, feelings twinges of pain that didn't all come from his
    newly-healed leg, and tried to think about whether he had made the situation worse or
    better.

    

    Minerva forced herself to walk slowly towards the bedroom Black had given her as a
    courtesy. She still burned with anger the way she'd burned with battle-lust a few
    hours ago.

    There was—nothing but hatred in Severus's voice.

    Minerva had pitied him always, had wished many times there was something she could
    do for him, had tried to think of ways to help him when he returned to the school
    wrapped up in his bitterness and his pride. She had never seen into his soul, had
    never known that he was carrying around this immense burden of grief and
    loathing.

    She had liked Severus sometimes, respected him as a Potions master always, even as
    she deplored the way he taught. She had thought he was the Head of House Slytherin
    needed.

    And now it turned out that was…

    A lie. Or worse than a lie. He was willing to blame a child for his parents'
    madness, and try to capture him for something that might have ended up worse than
    death.

    Minerva sighed. She couldn't even think too hard yet about the lies she would use
    to fool Albus when she slipped back into the school. She was thinking, instead, about
    the way that this night had changed her so completely.

    A pair of conversations, and her motives and her loyalties were overturned.

    Because she would still have to explain her absence to Albus. But not
    before she came up with a way to pledge herself to Harry and help him decide what to
    do about Severus, utterly and completely.

    I'm committed now.
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    Chapter Thirty-Three—Parts

    "You're sure that he's convinced?" Harry heard Black mutter behind him.

    He was speaking to Professor McGonagall, not Harry, and so Harry felt free to
    continue leaning forwards, looking through the concealed window into the room that
    held Snape. The window looked like part of the wall to those inside, and it was
    recent anyway; Black had only added it after Professor McGonagall spoke with
    Snape.

    Snape sat with his hands chained behind him, to a stake in the floor, and with his
    head bowed. His breathing was noisy.

    "Yes, he is. I hated to do it, in a way. I've known Severus a long time. But what
    he wanted to do…"

    "We are agreed that any threat to Harry is unacceptable."

    "Yes." Harry felt Professor McGonagall staring at him, and Spellmaker, on his
    shoulder, arched her back and made a complicated sound between a growl and a purr.
    "So yes, I think he's convinced that Harry is going to use him for parts and we're
    going to let him."

    "Good." Black sounded maliciously satisfied. He came up beside Harry, looked in at
    Snape himself, and then nodded to Harry. "You know the part you have to play."

    Harry nodded, and lifted Spellmaker down from his shoulder to the floor, although
    she cried about it with protesting noises. For a cat he hadn't created to be loyal to
    him, and for one made from an enemy's wand, she was surprisingly affectionate. But
    Harry needed another of his animals for this.

    When he raised his arm, Yar flew down and gripped it, shifting. Harry had hardened
    all the skin along it, though, down to his fingers and up to his shoulder, and she
    would have to work harder than she was inclined to do if she wanted to inflict
    damage.

    Harry turned and studied Black and Professor McGonagall. "Ready?" Black asked.

    Harry nodded. Black reached out and snapped his fingers in his face, which would
    have made Harry jump if Yar's weight hadn't been holding him, in part, to earth.
    "None of that, now," said Black sternly. "You know what you have to do. Verbal
    answers, and only act the part of the scary feral monster after we get in
    there."

    Harry rolled his eyes. For all his positive feelings about Black, and the way he
    managed to work together with Professor McGonagall, Harry still came close to hating
    him sometimes. "Yes," he said. "I'm ready."

    "Good." Black opened the door of the room—which had been a sitting room at one
    point, but the furniture had all been taken out—and strode in. Professor McGonagall
    followed him with a delicate scamper that reminded Harry of her Animagus form. Harry
    marched in after her with Yar, and shut the door just in time to keep Spellmaker
    out.

    Luckily, the door was thick enough to muffle her protests.

    Snape turned his head without raising it to look at them when they came in. Harry
    was a little puzzled for a second, and then saw the thick chain around his neck,
    linking back to the stake and his arm-chains. He hadn't been able to see it from his
    position at the window.

    Black was grinning. Harry prowled carefully around to the side, heaving his arm a
    little. Yar spread her wings and clattered them in response.

    Snape had been trying to look just at Harry, but he did jerk his head to the side
    and stare at Yar before he could help himself. Harry held back a snigger. It wouldn't
    fit with the silent menace he had to play.

    "So," said Black, lounging against the door. Professor McGonagall had taken up a
    position between him and the wall, and was looking around with wide eyes, as if she
    wanted to say something but didn't quite dare. "This is the way it is, Snape. Harry's
    asked to have you for parts for his spells. Or maybe he wants your whole body for his
    experiments. It's not really clear." He paused and glanced at Harry. "It's hard to
    discuss much with dear Harry, right now."

    Harry, on cue, uttered the growl he'd been practicing. Professor McGonagall had
    helped him with the Transfiguration of his throat, which was something he found it
    hard to see even with a mirror. And she had made sure it was only partial and they
    could turn it back when they were done here.

    Snape gave him an absolutely horrified look. Harry smiled at him and moved
    forwards, raising his arm as if he was going to launch Yar at Snape. Snape promptly
    ducked and covered his face with his shoulder.

    They'd mended his hand, with the help of some healing spells Black knew that Harry
    highly suspected were illegal. But Harry could still see new wrinkles along Snape's
    fingers and twists in the bones that hadn't been there before.

    "She could do worse to your other hand," said Black, on cue. "Or this time, I
    could let her do it and leave you unhealed. We didn't bother with healing
    Macnair."

    Yar needed no encouragement to crouch and spread her wings. She always wanted to
    hunt, except when she was actually doing it. Harry watched in fascination as the man
    he'd hated and feared scooted backwards as much as his staked chains allowed, all
    composure utterly destroyed.

    "Minerva," Snape whispered hoarsely. "Will you let them do this?"

    "After hearing what you wanted to do to dear Harry," said Professor McGonagall,
    and looked down her nose in a way Harry loved and immediately wanted to learn how to
    imitate, "I'm not sure that I care enough to stop them, Severus."

    Snape turned slowly back to Harry. And Yar. Harry noticed the way he couldn't stop
    looking at Yar, and he had to admit, he was delighted. He raised his arm higher and
    advanced slowly.

    "How are you going to explain my absence to Albus?" Snape's voice was low, and he
    didn't turn away from Harry and Yar at all, even though Harry was sure he was talking
    to Professor McGonagall.

    "Oh, that's done," said Professor McGonagall, with a coolness Harry also wanted to
    learn. "I told him that I saw you leaving and tried to follow you, but you Apparated
    and I couldn't trace you. That I'm afraid you've run afoul of the Death Eaters. I
    told him I wanted to stay away from the school for a while to try and find you—that I
    felt it was my fault I didn't stop you when I had a bad feeling about what I saw you
    do."

    "Ingenious," said Snape, and flinched and bowed his head when Yar stared at him
    with bright eyes and mantled.

    "Of course," said Black, his voice soft and still managing to make Snape start,
    "there might be an alternative. I said an alternative, Harry," he added
    sharply, when Harry took another step forwards.

    This was all part of the plan, but Harry was startled to feel how intensely he
    wanted to keep moving. To threaten Snape. To tear out at least one of his eyes, the
    way Professor McGonagall had done to the other Death Eater, and maybe crush both his
    hands. Then he would have paid for his crimes.

    Perhaps. He had tried to set an ambush outside Harry's parents' room,
    after all.

    "Do listen to me, Harry," Black appealed, and moved forwards, into his path. Harry
    touched Yar on the breast when she would have screamed. They would lose part of their
    power over Snape if he thought Yar would act like that with everyone. "What you want
    to do—there might be a potion we could use to accomplish it instead. Of course,
    there's only one person here with the skill to tell us if that's so, and actually
    brew the potion."

    Harry growled again. Snape had tossed his head back and was looking between them
    with piercing eyes. Black had told Harry in even more detail about Snape's
    Legilimency, so Harry tilted his head to the side and made sure not to meet Snape's
    gaze head-on.

    "Tell me what you want, Black."

    "Harry wants to use people for experiments, since he's finally tired of
    Transfiguring himself," said Black, and reached out to squeeze Harry's shoulder. It
    was a bold gesture with Yar so near, but although she quivered, Harry touched her
    breast feathers again, and she didn't attack. "But we might be able to do much the
    same things with a potion that we can apply to a dummy and which models nerve
    pain."

    "There is—there are a few such potions," said Snape, and now he was alert and
    straining against his bonds without seeming to realize what he was doing. "But why
    should I brew them?"

    "I have the ingredients," said Black.

    "I have the ability to hold Harry back if you agree to do this," Professor
    McGonagall said.

    Harry thrust his arm out in silence, flashing his claws, to show what he had.

    Snape lowered his head. "There is no choice," he whispered. "There never was.
    Without my agreement, you will not stand in Potter's way, will you?"

    "I have to admit that I see no reason to," said Black, mildly.

    Professor McGonagall didn't speak, but she was twirling her wand between her
    fingers. Her face was blank, but still threatening. Harry really wanted to
    spend a little more time with her. All these gestures were ones he could make with a
    human face, and probably hands and other body parts, too.

    Snape looked up again, and Harry, still being careful not to stare directly into
    his eyes, saw that they must have convinced him. He didn't look as though he was
    planning to break free, or hurt them, or reserve judgment. He looked as though they
    believed that Harry would torture him to death, or slice him up for his organs, if he
    refused.

    "Then I agree."

    Harry watched Snape in silence as Professor McGonagall and Black started telling
    him what they wanted. Honestly, he didn't think that Snape's conviction was a bad
    thing. And not only because it would give them the potion they wanted, which would
    mean Harry didn't have to experiment on anyone.

    Because, without them there? Harry would have experimented. He was mostly
    not doing it because it seemed to upset Professor McGonagall when he talked about
    it.

    On his own, as long as he was doing it carefully and not exposing himself to
    danger (which also distressed her, and Black), then Harry didn't see the problem with
    doing it on a known enemy like Snape.

    

    I do not understand how the boy has corrupted and changed her. But he
    has.

    Severus had given up on any attempt to read Regulus Black. He had never known the
    Death Eater boy that one had been well, and then, after his brother's death, Black
    seemed to have assimilated a Marauder spirit to his own. Trying to guess
    what he would do next was an exercise in futility.

    Severus also carefully turned his brain away from any attempt to comprehend
    Potter. It was true that he had underestimated him criminally. The next time they
    came to blows, Severus would be prepared for what a dangerous creature he
    was dealing with.

    But Minerva…

    Black and Potter had finally left her alone with Severus while they went to
    prepare for whatever conditions they needed to set up the potion. Ingredients, and
    probably placing defensive spells around the lab so he couldn't send any messages,
    too, Severus imagined. But Minerva remained, watching him with a still face.

    Severus cleared his throat. "A drink of water?"

    Even then, she didn't come near him, instead conjuring a glass and then casting
    Aguamenti into it before floating it over to his lips. Severus sipped from
    it, narrowing his eyes further as he watched Minerva's face stay the same. He had
    wondered if she would relax with Black and Potter gone, and tell him what plan she
    had under the surface to free him when he'd complied with their demands.

    "Why did you do this?" Severus finally asked. Sometimes Gryffindors responded to
    blunt honesty, and Minerva was a product of her House.

    "I already told you that," Minerva said calmly. "You threatened Harry, and made it
    clear that you blame him for the way Lily and James—although I suppose you don't care
    about James—ended up. It's frankly insane, Severus. I'm doing what I need to to
    protect him from you."

    Severus shook his head slowly. Now Minerva was acting as if she was more than a
    product of her House, as he had never seen her act. "I would not have killed the
    boy."

    "I never thought you would have. But tortured him? I can believe that of you,
    Severus."

    "Then why are you plotting to help him do the same thing to me?"

    Minerva shifted a little. The sunset light coming through the window caught and
    flared in her eyes, making them golden and inhuman, feline. Severus shivered
    and glanced away. As much as he hated to admit it—indeed, he could only do it now
    because Potter wasn't in the room—she frightened him, too.

    "I prevented that, didn't I?" Minerva said, so quietly that Severus wouldn't have
    heard her if his senses hadn't got hyper-sensitive the way they always did around
    danger. "I don't enjoy seeing people in pain, Severus. But some of the pain that you
    suffer, I can do nothing about." She paused. "And I suspect Lily couldn't,
    either."

    She swept out, and Severus glared at her back. Then he went about calming and
    focusing on his mind, thinking of some of the exercises that he had learned when he
    was first beginning to practice Occlumency.

    He would do as they asked. He would brew the potion and hope this would lead to
    freedom, eventually. He couldn't imagine how they would let him go when they couldn't
    risk him going to Dumbledore or the Dark Lord and he could resist an
    Obliviate, but he would not give up in despair yet.

    However.

    The list of people I want vengeance on is growing depressingly long.

    

    "Go, Mr. Potter!"

    Minerva watched intently as Harry exhaled and opened his eyes, focusing on the
    collection of tins and coins she'd assembled on the floor of this bare room. She
    hadn't allowed Harry to choose them, only briefly handle them. She wanted to see how
    well he did Transfiguring objects into animals when he hadn't gathered the
    ingredients himself.

    "Commuto abundantiam felinam sparsam!"

    Minerva caught her breath. She hadn't told Harry what to create, and she had told
    him not to tell her, either. She had expected a more precise spell from him, however.
    Perhaps a cat, but these words were for "speckled cat," which might be—

    The collection of metal stirred and rattled. Minerva watched two Galleons soar up
    and open as golden eyes, high on a head that was spinning into being from tin and
    other common metals. It was remarkable, watching the golden fur blossom to sheathe
    skeleton-like legs and a straight spine turn flexible. The Knuts darkened in color
    and transformed into the black spots, spinning into place on the gold like the coins
    they no longer were.

    The cheetah looked around the room, sniffing with arched whiskers and a lashing
    tail. Harry had even got the black stripes around its nose and eyes, and the blob of
    white fur on the edge of the tail, right. Minerva let out a shaky sigh.

    "Banish it before it becomes dangerous, Harry," she whispered, as she watched the
    cheetah pace towards the door and then turn around and look at them. Its throat
    bubbled with a growl that reminded her of Harry's.

    Harry flicked his wand. He said no "Finite Incantatem," no incantation
    that would return the cheetah to its former state as a pile of metal, but one moment
    the burning, glorious creature was there, and the next it was not.

    Minerva pressed her hand to her chest and looked at Harry. "That was remarkable,"
    she said. "But why did you use such an imprecise expression? 'Speckled cat' could
    have produced almost anything."

    Harry blinked at her. "Because I couldn't find a Latin word for cheetah,
    Professor."

    Minerva was silent, thinking, both about that and about the shivers and stirs of
    the Wild she'd experienced in the air while Harry did his Transfiguration. Only when
    she thought she was ready with her theory did she speak. Harry waited her out,
    stroking the black cat on his shoulder.

    "You have incredible control of your imagination," she said at last. "Your Will
    and Wild are one. The problem with a spell like the one you chose is that you might
    have ended up with a leopard, or an ordinary spotted housecat, or a jaguar, instead
    of a cheetah. Most people trying this spell at your level would either not have
    studied the differences between the animals enough to end up with the right one, or
    would not have the skill and control you do. Their creatures would be half-formed,
    not what they wanted, or actively dangerous."

    Harry inclined his head, his eyes sparkling. But they dimmed as Minerva went on.
    "However, you have almost no use of Wand or Word. Even though you chose a good
    incantation and I saw you make the wand movement," she added, because she suspected
    that was what Harry was opening his mouth to protest about.

    "How can you say that I'm not using Wand or Word, Professor?" Harry demanded. "I
    am using them."

    Minerva had to smile despite his tone, because this was what she had wanted: a
    more normal student who would challenge her and stand up for himself. "I mean that
    you're not relying on them," she said. "Will and Wild are creating your animals. That
    probably explains why they're so loyal to you most of the time, as well. The Wild
    resonates with your emotions, and makes them into what you want them to be. And with
    Will…of course they do what you want them to do."

    Harry looked down with a blank face. "And you can tell because my wand movements
    are small and I used imprecise words."

    "Yes." Minerva bent down in front of him when he wouldn't look up at her. "Listen
    to me, Harry. What you can do is remarkable."

    "But limited in scope," Harry finished, so astutely that Minerva blinked and
    cleared her throat a little uncomfortably.

    "Yes, that was going to be my objection," she said. "Without using more Wand and
    Word, I don't see you ever being able to Transfigure one object into another. Objects
    don't have emotions or a will for you to command. What you need to do is shape them
    via your wand movements and your incantations. Like sculpting the wood or other
    material that you're making them into."

    Harry remained still for a few moments. Minerva wondered idly if that was part of
    his feral nature, too. Pacing back and forth or moving as if he had a tail seemed
    more natural to her, but she had seen prey who froze in front of her when they
    realized she was close to them.

    Harry wasn't prey, though. His stillness would always be dangerous.

    "Do I have to learn to do that, though?" Harry finally asked. He had a
    quiet voice, but not a whisper. He was looking through her, and a few mice popped
    their heads out of his pockets as Minerva watched. They seemed to be asking what he
    needed. "I mean, if I don't want to? I can do remarkable things, you said."

    "And I think that you have a gift for Transfiguration," Minerva said. "The whole
    art, not this limited subset of it." She conjured a chair and sat on it, mostly
    because that brought her face low enough that Harry couldn't avoid meeting her gaze.
    "I think you can become more than I have."

    Harry jumped as if she'd pricked him with a claw. "But you're a great teacher,
    Professor. I don't—I don't want you to think I'm arrogant and planning on taking your
    place."

    Minerva laughed, if a little sadly. "It's hard to imagine you returning to the
    halls of Hogwarts, Harry. No, I was thinking that you might become a magical
    researcher, or someone who takes on private students, or someone who actually creates
    an entire new field of Transfiguration. We haven't had one since the last research
    into Animagus forms in the 1700s."

    Harry blinked, and blinked again. Minerva paused, then added, "You told me that
    you were going to look beyond the immediate future and try to find something else for
    yourself, Harry. That you wouldn't restrict yourself to only thinking about your
    parents."

    "I know that. I wasn't planning to stop looking. Only to get better at the kinds
    of Transfiguration I already know."

    Harry was playing with his wand and stroking his cat, not looking at her. "Do you
    feel disloyal to your parents because you're no longer concentrating just on helping
    them?" Minerva asked him gently. Her chest ached.

    "A bit." Harry's voice was a whisper. "But—more—I could do this. I know I'm good
    at this. I don't want to fail."

    Minerva nodded. "That is a very human emotion, Harry." He jerked a little and
    looked at her with eyes that Minerva highly suspected were less wild than they'd been
    when she came to Grimmauld Place. "It took me a long time to overcome my fear of
    failure and try aspects of the art I wasn't good at. But you won't get better without
    trying. You'll only spiral deeper and deeper into a small set of skills, achieving
    things that will become harder and harder for anyone besides you to use or
    understand."

    Harry still looked unconvinced, so Minerva added, "Think about the ways that you
    might be able to ease your parents' lives if you could Transfigure objects, even if
    you couldn't cure them yet. More comfortable beds, more elaborate gifts than you've
    given them so far, rests for their heads…"

    Harry perked up, and Minerva held back a sigh as she began to outline the kinds of
    spells she wanted him to try. She hated that she still had to make Harry interested
    in his future by appealing to his love for his parents.

    But it was a beginning. He was listening to her, doing things that didn't directly
    connect to helping Lily and James. He listened to Black and sometimes even joked with
    him. He had stopped talking as if torturing people was simply something that had to
    be done.

    Although I'm not sure that he agrees with our objections, or if he's
    doing this because he knows we would disagree and he wants to please us…

    Minerva dismissed the thought firmly from her mind. For now, she would simply
    concentrate on the chance to work with an extraordinary student.
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    Chapter Thirty-Four-Meanwhile, Back at Hogwarts

    "Do you think Umbridge did something to Professor Snape?"

    Neville caught himself automatically shaking his head, and then coughed a little
    when he saw Hermione staring at him. It was always more awkward disagreeing with her
    than saying he didn't know, because she would demand where he got the knowledge.

    And he couldn't exactly reveal to Ron and Hermione that Harry had told him
    something about what was being "done" to Professor Snape.

    "Did you hear something, Neville?" Hermione leaned forwards until she was almost
    falling off the couch in the Gryffindor common room. Neville sighed moodily and
    looked at the fire.

    Hermione was the one who had helped him start the Defense Association. She still
    sometimes came up with strategies that relied on people outside the school, and he
    knew that she counted on him to pass those on to Harry and Black. She had hunted down
    Rita Skeeter, revealed the secret of her Animagus form, and blackmailed her into
    writing a good article about Neville for once.

    But still, Neville sometimes wished he hadn't chosen to bring Ron and Hermione
    with him when he went to meet Harry and Black.

    "I didn't really hear something."

    "You read it? A letter? From Potter?"

    Ron winced a little and raised a Silencing Charm around them. Hermione would have
    done that, Neville knew, but when she got excited like this, she wasn't discreet.

    "I know that Snape went away to do something to Harry," said Neville, deciding
    that vague would at least reassure Hermione that Snape wasn't going to come back and
    either help them or hinder them any time soon. "Harry caught him and stopped him. He
    and Black are dealing with it."

    "Are they doing something illegal?" Hermione demanded promptly. "I could see that
    Harry didn't like Professor Snape. And Black seemed like someone who disdained all
    forms of authority. Professor Snape isn't all bad, really. How are we going to pass
    our Potions OWLS without him?"

    "And now we come to the real reason you're worried," Ron muttered, rolling his
    eyes. "Besides, it might be good for some people's OWLS that he's not here."

    Neville saw the way Ron glanced at him, and couldn't help nodding a little. Even
    with all the extra training Snape had given him, Neville had never been confident
    around Potions. Gran kept telling him he should be, since he knew all about Herbology
    and had received knowledge on cauldrons and stirring rods and proper brewing
    procedures since before he came to Hogwarts.

    But the plain and simple knowledge was that he wasn't. And he thought he would
    relax a lot more if he could take his Potions OWL and study for it without Snape
    peering over his shoulder and shaking his head in disgust.

    "But who are they going to get to teach Potions, if Professor Snape doesn't come
    back? And Professor McGonagall! Who's going to teach Transfiguration?"

    "I think Professor Dumbledore is doing pretty well at that, Hermione…"

    Neville leaned back in his chair and let their bickering drift out of his
    attention while he stared down at Dapple. The way the cat was sleeping right now, one
    leg dangling down his shoulder, comforted him. Even though Harry had created Dapple
    so that he was only loyal to Neville, he would probably yowl or make some sign if
    Harry was in danger or hurt, right?

    Or dead.

    Neville swallowed as the thought drifted through his head. No, he wasn't going to
    think that way. He was going to keep hoping that Harry would do well with Black and
    Professor McGonagall—Neville knew she was there—and could handle Professor Snape on
    his own. He had other things to worry about.

    His fingers wandered towards the back of his right hand, and he pulled them away
    before Hermione could notice. So far, Umbridge's detentions hadn't scarred him, the
    way they had other people. Neville knew enough about Murtlap essence and the other
    plants he could mix with it that that wouldn't happen unless she kept him writing
    lines for seven hours or more.

    But she was still there. And no matter how much Neville tried to talk to Professor
    Dumbledore, especially now that he was teaching Transfiguration, it never worked.
    Dumbledore simply turned away as if he didn't see him and walked out of the
    classroom, or started talking to another student.

    Even when he handed Neville's homework back, he never looked him in the eye.

    Neville sighed, and tried to concentrate on the harmless conversation Ron and
    Hermione were having now, about schoolwork, without rubbing either the scar that
    might form someday on his hand or the one on his forehead that sometimes bled, and
    sometimes burned. He couldn't think about his duties all the time, or he would go
    mental.

    

    Like old times, Albus thought, as he shook his head over the frankly
    atrocious spelling errors in the Gryffindor essay he was correcting right now. It was
    a little hard to have House pride when they insisted on doing things like that.

    He looked sideways at Fawkes, who had gone to sleep about halfway through the
    marking process. Albus had to smile. He liked to read aloud particularly bad
    sentences and shudder through them, but his phoenix found it less entertaining.

    Not even when Albus stood up and walked over to the fire did Fawkes stir. Albus
    sighed and raised the fire with a flick of his wand. Then he called a house-elf and
    asked for a mug of hot tea, and bundled a blanket around himself when he went back to
    his chair, but no matter what he tried, nothing made him warm.

    He suspected he might have lost the loyalties of both Severus and Minerva, and
    there would be little more devastating to either the Order of the Phoenix or the war
    effort, except Neville's death before his time.

    And over Harry Potter. Albus simply had to shake his head. Severus had
    reason to hate the boy, but Albus had never thought he would defect in his favor.

    And Minerva?

    Albus sighed again and stroked his beard for a moment, looking at the essays
    without seeing them. He suspected that Minerva had simply allowed her protectiveness
    for Harry to overcome her common sense. She had forgotten there were other students
    who needed her as well, Neville Longbottom not least among them.

    I was excited when I discovered how promising a student Minerva was in
    Transfiguration, but I never lost my head over her.

    Then again, Minerva had sentimental connections to James and Lily Potter that
    Albus had had to overcome. Of course he had grieved when he heard what had happened
    to them, but he had done the same thing when Frank and Alice Longbottom died. He was
    a general in that war the Order of the Phoenix had fought almost alone against the
    Death Eaters. He couldn't allow personal concerns to cloud his mind.

    If Minerva had gone and wasn't returning, and Severus wasn't, either, whether he
    had gone to join Minerva and Potter or had joined the Death Eaters in truth…

    Making arrangements for a new Potions professor—right now, the classes were being
    taught by a rotating schedule of Aurors and experts from the Ministry who were only
    too happy to have the opportunity to snoop around Hogwarts—was the least of
    his worries.

    

    "I don't know what's going on with you, Terry. But get your head in the right
    pace, or you're going to fall all your OWLS. Let alone probably get kicked out of the
    Tower."

    Hearing such words from Michael, of all people, was what had really
    pulled Terry up short. Michael had told him that and then stormed upstairs. Or not
    stormed, really. Simply run away before Terry could say anything. Even though he was
    doing pretty well in the D. A. and dating Ginny Weasley of all people, Michael was
    still timid.

    And Terry had to consider that his advice was pretty good advice, as he slumped in
    his chair in the Ravenclaw common room, biting his lip and staring into the fire.

    He'd been upset when Harry left, and people were sympathetic. A lot of them
    thought it showed that Harry had never been his friend, running off like that without
    a word to him, and so they nodded and offered advice on mental healing books and
    covered for him when he skived off a couple of classes.

    But now they were impatient. They thought he should be over it by now. Terry had
    even been asked by a few snide sixth- and seventh-years if he was in love with Harry
    or something, the way he grieved over him.

    It wasn't easy when he sat in an armchair that was so comfortable, but Terry's
    hands slowly made fists.

    It was simpler than that. It was a lot simpler than that.

    Lots of things had been happening with Harry that Terry never knew about. He
    hadn't asked questions because he'd thought that was the best way to lose Harry's
    friendship. He'd just waited and assumed that someday Harry would tell him the truth,
    because no one could keep secrets all the time.

    Instead, Harry had run away. And sent one owl that said, vaguely, he was okay, and
    Terry shouldn't worry about him or try to search for him.

    That was weeks ago now.

    Terry was in Ravenclaw for a reason. He was observant. He saw the way that Neville
    went around with his head drooping for a while, and then one day he walked into the
    Great Hall and he was smiling. He sat down and laughed and joked with Weasley and
    Granger, and everything was fine.

    He'd heard from Harry. More than that he was okay, because Terry knew the
    other boy well enough to realize such shit wouldn't have satisfied Longbottom any
    more than it would have satisfied him.

    But when he'd tried to speak to Longbottom in the DA meetings, he got lots of
    stares and mumbles about, "I don't know what you're talking about." Then Longbottom
    had assigned someone else to teach him the Shield Charm, as if he assumed that would
    satisfy Terry or had even been what he was really asking about.

    It didn't.

    Terry had had enough of being left out of things. He'd held back and tried to find
    out secrets just by searching for them, and listening to the right conversations, and
    talking to the right people. And look where it got him. Trapped in a school among a
    lot of increasingly paranoid Ravenclaws, some of whom Terry thought would already
    have gone to Umbridge if not for Granger's threats.

    The only real knowledge and training in the school was happening in the DA—which
    couldn't meet all the time—and in Gryffindor House. Terry wanted to survive and know
    that he'd done something grand. He wouldn't get that if things just went on as they
    were.

    Oh, and he wanted to find Harry and ask him what the hell was going on, so he
    would know if he was stupid for having been his friend for so long. Terry hated
    wasting his time, but he hated not knowing if he was wasting his time even
    more.

    The Hat wanted to put me in Slytherin for my ambition, Terry thought, as
    he sat up in his chair and gave a nod. A few people glanced at him, but not for long.
    He'd developed a reputation as someone you didn't want to bother.

    All right, then. Let's go about doing this.

    

    "I want to be included."

    Neville paused. Terry Boot had walked past their table, which was an everyday
    thing, and then stopped, which wasn't. And he was glaring at Neville and Ron and
    Hermione as if they had started a secret DA and then not invited him to the
    meetings.

    "What?" Neville asked because it was the only thing he could come up with to
    say.

    Boot unfolded something on their table. Neville leaned over to look in spite of
    himself, because it looked like a runic circle. Hermione did the same thing on his
    other side, and then gasped and stared accusingly up at Boot.

    "What did you do?"

    "You're not the only one who can modify common charms when you're really
    desperate, Granger," Boot shot back, his eyes narrowed. He kept his voice low so as
    not to attract attention, but Neville thought they would already have it, except it
    was too early for Umbridge to be up. "And yes, I eavesdropped on your conversations
    by casting the charm on a runic circle and putting the circle in your bags a few
    times. So. I know you know where Harry is. I want to know, too."

    Neville swallowed. He didn't understand all the implications of what Boot had
    done, but he also knew they weren't going to get rid of him easily, the way he was
    standing there with his arms folded, bulking like Crabbe and Goyle.

    "He was already upset because I brought Ron and Hermione in. I don't think he'll
    want me to tell you."

    "Too bad."

    "Why don't you just owl him?" Hermione demanded. "There's nothing preventing you
    from doing that, and that way, you would actually know where he is, and you don't
    have to involve us."

    "With the way that she's standing ready to intercept the outgoing owl
    post? Not as smart as you look, Granger."

    The next instant, Boot sat down beside Ron, his head ducked. Neville followed the
    line of his gaze and saw Umbridge coming in at the entrance to the Great Hall. She
    didn't seem to see Boot, probably because he'd chosen to hide behind the tallest of
    them. But she did catch Neville's eye, and smirked.

    "Go about your business, students," she said in her false cooing voice, and then
    turned and walked out of the Great Hall.

    "If you stay around us," Neville said, leaning over to whisper to Boot, "then
    you're going to get in trouble."

    "Give me a secure way to contact Harry and do whatever you're planning, and then I
    won't bother you anymore," Boot said instantly. "Or I can fight beside you and tag
    after you and probably get you in trouble because I can't take all the
    precautions you know to take. Your choice."

    Neville stared at his friends. Hermione drew her wand and mouthed
    "Obliviate?" at him.

    But Neville shook his head instantly. The last thing he wanted to do was become
    like Umbridge and all the other people who would probably think that was a good idea.
    It wasn't Boot's fault that he'd got frustrated and come to look for them. Neville
    would probably have done the same thing in his place.

    At least I know more of what's going on because I'm the
    Boy-Who-Lived.

    It was the first good thing Neville had ever been able to think about it.

    "All right, Boot," he said, and leaned over to whisper, just in case Umbridge came
    and peered back in. "You can know a little of what we know, but there's no way that
    I'm going to tell you everything. I don't know how discreet you can be."

    Boot just nodded, eyes calm and focused. Neville paused. It wasn't really the look
    he would have expected to see from one of Harry's friends who had just been told how
    to contact him. "Do you want to talk to Harry that badly?" he added.

    "I'm really angry at him," Boot said simply. "I'm looking forward to a chance to
    tell him how angry."

    Neville swallowed, and decided that he wouldn't get in between Boot and Harry. The
    most he could do was prevent Boot from causing trouble.

    Well, maybe not the most, he thought, as he began to write down
    directions for Boot to meet them in a specially-transformed Room of Requirement
    later. Maybe the most I can do is give us another ally and Harry another friend
    to count on.

    

    Maybe. After Boot is finished yelling at him.

    

    Albus paused when Fawkes abruptly poked his head out from under his wing and
    crooned. He hadn't done that in almost a week. Albus stood up and walked over to the
    door, hand on his wand just in case. Fawkes and he sometimes had different ideas of
    who was welcome in the Headmaster's office.

    But when he opened the door, he saw that they'd been in accord. Minerva was
    standing there, bedraggled but smiling.

    "Albus," she whispered, and then all but collapsed into his arms.

    Albus immediately bundled her to a chair and helped her sit down, casting Warming
    Charms on the blankets that flew over to wrap themselves around her. Minerva grasped
    and drank the cup of hot tea he ordered from the kitchens, too. Albus reached out and
    tenderly took one of her hands.

    It was so cold that he almost dropped it again.

    "My dear, what happened?" he whispered.

    Minerva looked up at him, and for an instant her eyes were hawk-like, piercing.
    Then she said, "Albus, swear to me—tell me—that you didn't know Severus was loyal to
    You-Know-Who."

    The stomachache Albus had experienced sometimes in the recent past when he thought
    of Harry Potter converting both Minerva and Severus to his side redoubled. Perhaps he
    should have hoped for that.

    "What?"

    "You didn't." Minerva slumped in the chair and stared down at her hands, clasped
    around the teacup. "You didn't," she repeated in a dead voice.

    "I need you to tell me what happened." Albus didn't like the flutter in his voice,
    as if he was the fledgling phoenix who had landed on Minerva's shoulder. He sat down.
    "Tell me everything, my dear."

    Minerva took another long, fortifying swallow of tea. After how cold she had been,
    Albus could hardly blame her. And then she continued in the same dead tone. "I
    followed Severus when he Apparated because there was—an air about him. Most of the
    time, when I see him in the corridors—I suppose I should say when I saw
    him—he's hurrying to his office or to meals or making rounds to catch students. You
    know how he moves when he's doing that. Striding or stalking. Preoccupied."

    Albus nodded. He had tried to encourage Severus to take an interest in more than
    the round of daily life at the school. It was one of his notable failures.

    "This time, he was walking as though he didn't want to be seen. Not the way he
    would sneak about to catch students, either. As though he didn't think he had a right
    to be where he was. And then he did cast a Disillusionment Charm on
    himself." Minerva swallowed again, this time without the benefit of tea. "I followed
    him as a cat. I was able to hang on when he Apparated. Onto his robe," she added,
    with a brief smile that flickered and died before Albus could try to warm it back
    into life. "He never noticed me."

    Albus managed a smile himself, but it was shorter than hers. "And then?"

    Minerva's hands shook. She closed her eyes. "I never knew that he hated the
    Potters so much."

    "What?" Albus breathed, and felt a dark, sick wave break through him.

    "He was plotting with another Death Eater to set up an ambush outside the Potters'
    hospital room. The other Death Eater seemed like Walden Macnair to me. And apparently
    he'd already alerted Harry that he should come there, that there was a threat to his
    parents." She looked up, her eyes burning. "He was planning to ambush a
    fifteen-year-old, Albus."

    Albus wanted to say that the boy was no ordinary fifteen-year-old, but the words
    died on his tongue. Hadn't he already decided that Harry had Lycaon's Syndrome? Which
    meant he was, in essence, a sick animal. There was no threat in that, no hope of
    revenge. Severus had done something petty and underhanded, terrible, for revenge on
    an animal.

    It was a worse failure than I realized.

    "And then what happened?" Albus whispered.

    Minerva laughed. "I made myself visible to him. He—didn't like that. From the way
    he attacked me, I am absolutely certain that he no longer considers us on the same
    side." She wrapped her arms around herself, nearly upsetting the cup, which Albus
    rescued. "And since I'm hardly a secret member of the Order of the
    Phoenix…"

    Albus nodded somberly. Most of the Order members understood that Severus might
    have to take extreme actions to maintain his cover, and in front of another Death
    Eater, that would ordinarily count.

    But he had always alerted Albus when that had to happen. And this wasn't a raid,
    or a battle. It was a secret ambush that had probably been set up with some hope of
    revenge in mind.

    "What was his motive for setting up the ambush?"

    Minerva looked at him and smiled without humor. "He blames Harry for Lily's
    madness. He thinks that if the boy hadn't existed, she wouldn't have fought so hard
    to protect him, and the Death Eaters wouldn't have tortured her in the first
    place."

    Albus hid his head in his hands. That perhaps wasn't a common Death Eater motive,
    but it was—it was one. There was nothing Harry could have done to earn this,
    except being born and being the son of a woman, it was clear now, Severus had never
    stopped obsessing over.

    "That was the only reason?" He still hoped, somehow, to hear something that would
    redeem Severus.

    "I heard something he mentioned," Minerva said, and her voice was reluctant, slow.
    "It might have been just a show for Macnair."

    "What was it?"

    "That Harry is Neville's friend, and that he might bring the boy before
    You-Know-Who so he could learn more about Neville's weakness. Or torment him with
    it."

    Albus's head drooped. Yes, that was the kind of excuse Severus would invent for
    cover.

    Except that he shouldn't need a cover for ambushing a student, or former student,
    in the first place. Except that Albus was so far from authorizing this that Severus
    must have been deranged.

    Or, perhaps, so damaged that he had never even considered whether his vengeance
    was worth the cost.

    "What happened then?" Albus asked wearily. He had to know the story, had to
    experience the worst, but he almost wished he could stop, and leave what had
    happened in the past.

    "We fought," Minerva said. Her voice trembled. "It was an exhausting battle. But
    he didn't succeed in hurting Harry. I think that maybe Harry was never even fooled."
    Now there was a note of pride in her voice, and Albus considered telling her about
    Harry's disease, but decided that, in the end, her delusions would hurt less. "After
    that…well. I wounded Macnair, but not Severus, not badly enough."

    Albus studied her trembling hands. "You've been in hiding, haven't you?"

    "Yes." Minerva sighed out the words and bowed her head. "More exhausting work.
    Severus has evidently invented some interesting potions, and I didn't know that so
    many Death Eaters could Apparate so fast." She looked up at him and offered a
    tremulous smile. "I'm sorry, Albus. I would have contacted you sooner, but with that
    pink woman here…"

    "Yes." Albus made his decision. He had been trying to go along with Dolores and
    the Ministry for now, lest his real plans for the Order attract too much attention.
    But this had gone far enough. "I plan to do something about dear Dolores."

    This time, Minerva's smile was real. "Thank you, Albus. I think Neville and the
    other students need her gone more than they need anything else right now."

    Albus pulled her to her feet and hugged her. She was still trembling against him.
    "Rest for now, my dear, and for the next day. I've been covering the Transfiguration
    classes, and Horace has agreed to come out of retirement for Potions, for me." He
    hesitated once more. "You don't think Severus will ever come back, do you?"

    "I think it's safe to say that no, he won't."

    

    Minerva straightened her shoulders and sighed down to the bottoms of her toes. The
    real exhausting performance had been walking the thin line in Albus's
    office, convincing him to accept her back so she could help Neville and the other
    students here, and yet have enough flexibility that she could leave to tutor Harry
    when he needed her help. She had told Albus that she still wanted to see Severus
    punished, and might leave on his trail sometimes.

    Albus had been disturbed, but he had let it go for the same reason he had let
    Severus's obsession with punishing students go unchecked for so long.

    And she hadn't been able to lie. Mostly, one couldn't, not to a Legilimens. But
    some careful wording, some stating of facts that Albus had thought were
    answers to questions, and she had danced with the truth just enough.

    Of course, it's easier to fool someone who already trusts you.

    Minerva sighed and leaned against the wall as she rode the staircase down. Time to
    think about other things, like how Black had been so certain she wouldn't be able to
    lie well enough and she'd done it anyway.

    And the lessons she was going to continue to teach Harry.
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    Chapter Thirty-Five-For Life

    "Let's see the progress you've been making in your training, Harry."

    Harry turned around and put down the book on the history of the Unforgivable
    Curses that Black had lent him to read. Black left him alone a lot of the time now,
    outside of meals. In return, though, Harry had to be willing to show him what he'd
    learned from Professor McGonagall every time Black wanted to see it.

    Harry had to put Spellmaker on the floor first. She'd decided that she liked to
    sit on his shoulder, even though he hadn't created her loyal to him, but her weight
    messed up the subtle flicks of the wand he needed to cast his Transfiguration
    spells.

    Ignoring the cat's displeased mews, Harry took a few steps away from the dark wood
    table in the center of the library with his books on it. He looked at Black, who
    stood by the entrance to the library with an intense look on his face.

    "Go on," Black urged him. "Whatever you like."

    Harry nodded and conjured a small flower, a simple charm that he'd learned in
    fourth year. It was a white daisy that he laid on the floor and studied for long
    enough that he thought he understood something about the shape of the petals and the
    length of the stem.

    Then he flicked his wand and muttered the incantation that Professor McGonagall
    had told him to spend the majority of the week working on. "Commuto florem
    arcam."

    The daisy trembled and shuddered a little. Then its petals changed to wood, and
    the stem elongated and flowed up to grow sides. When the magic was done, an imperfect
    wooden box lay on the floor. Its dark sides still had some of the white shade, and
    Harry could feel yielding petals when he reached down and poked at it.

    "Hmm." Black crouched down on the other side of the box and examined it in the
    same way. "Too slow, and the amount of concentration you have to do…that sort of
    spell wouldn't be much use in the middle of a battle, would it?"

    Harry stared at him. "Why would turning a daisy into a box be useful in the middle
    of a battle, anyway?"

    "Point." Black moved back with his head cocked and his eyes fixed on the box, his
    fingers tapping on his leg. "But that doesn't mean that changing living objects to
    inanimate objects is never useful. There were some great Transfiguration
    masters of the past who could change attacking soldiers into stone, for example."

    "I bet some of them were your ancestors."

    Black smiled. "Why do you think I learned about it at a young age?" He examined
    the box again. "It's strange. It does still feel like a flower when you
    touch it, but not the way mistakes did in Transfiguration class when I was
    young."

    Harry shrugged. "It's probably just been a long time since you touched a
    Transfiguration someone did a terrible job on."

    "No. I remember the sensation—I remember it well, because I had a friend who was
    terrible at it and always asking me to check his work." Black rolled his eyes.
    "Stupid Collier…But I still wonder what makes this different. Transfigure another one
    for me."

    Harry did, this time trying to spend less time concentrating on the daisy before
    he transformed it. It didn't seem to help, really.

    Black bent down in front of the Transfigured flower and stared at it as if it was
    fascinating, though. Then he picked up the broken box and rolled it between his
    hands. Harry stood watching him and wondering if this meant he could go back to
    reading the book on the Cruciatus soon. There was information in it that was at least
    new to him, even though ultimately it might not help him much.

    "Hmm," said Black. He put the box down and looked from it to the first one. Then
    he nodded. "Make me one more?"

    "A daisy this time, or some other flower?" Harry wearily prepared to cast the
    spell again. He didn't like doing things that only proved they were mistakes over and
    over, but Black's gaze was oddly fixed.

    "A daisy again. I want to see what it's like with three examples."

    Harry shrugged, made the daisy, and again Transfigured it into a wooden box. This
    one was harder than the others, but had small green leaves sticking out of the
    bottom. Black picked it up and juggled it from hand to hand.

    Then he reached out and gathered up the other boxes, with a sidelong glance at
    Harry for permission.

    "Do whatever you like with them," Harry said, waving a hand. He turned back to the
    desk. He had actual research to do, unlike the playing that Black seemed intent
    on.

    "Thanks, Harry. You're the best."

    Harry snorted and sat down, not looking away from the book in front of him.
    Sometimes Black sounded like a schoolboy younger than Harry. Well, Harry supposed
    that was appropriate, given that his sense of humor seemed permanently frozen at that
    age.

    

    "I want you to brew me a potion that detects the presence of life-force in an
    object."

    "Impossible," Severus said, without glancing away from the cauldron in front of
    him. The Blood-Replenisher Potion was just coming to a boil. "It cannot be done," he
    added, when he realized Black was lingering. He reached out and swept the cauldron
    off the fire at precisely the right moment. "There is no life-force in objects to
    detect."

    He was turning to clean his hands when something clattered to his feet. Severus
    leaped back and instinctively tried to draw his wand, but he hadn't had it in what
    felt like weeks. He grimaced and bent over to look at the boxes Black had thrown.

    "I want you to take a look at those," said Black, and his mouth twitched when
    Severus glanced at him. "Then give me your opinion about the potions again." He
    turned and left the cellar, locking the door behind him.

    Severus took a long moment to study the door, even though he had done it before
    when Black had immediately left and he had found nothing. The spells locking it and
    closing off the latch, hinges, and wood of the door itself from Severus's touch were
    blood-keyed. Someone else would have to be of Black's family to even touch it.

    Severus might have tried to use certain potions to trick the magic into thinking
    he was a Black, but he had none of the ingredients for those potions.

    At last, with nothing better to do, Severus picked up the boxes and placed them on
    the table in the center of the lab. The cellar Black and Minerva were keeping him in
    had at least been fully outfitted. There were even sharp knives for slicing and fine,
    thin cuts, although they all dulled their edges when Black appeared in the room.

    Black was clever in a way Severus had never appreciated when he knew the man among
    the Death Eaters. It was another thing to remember, deplore, and get revenge for if
    he could.

    They cannot keep me here forever, Severus thought, as he often did, while
    he arranged the boxes in such a way that they could withstand several blows of a
    hammer without falling or sliding off the table. They would have to tell Albus
    something. The Dark Lord will summon me. He will want to find out what happened to
    Macnair and the Lestranges.

    But so far, his Mark hadn't burned. The Dark Lord might be playing a waiting game,
    or…

    He might have discarded Severus, the way he tended to do with Death Eaters who had
    once failed him.

    Severus shook away the thoughts that could not help him now, and turned to the
    boxes. He recognized them almost immediately as the result of failed
    Transfigurations. One of them still had leaves, for Merlin's sake. He
    sneered. Was baby Potter having trouble with his magic? Did Black think Severus would
    teach him?

    They could force him to brew potions, but they couldn't force him to teach the
    boy. Severus would prefer to be cut up and studied before that happened.

    But Black had acted like there was something special about these boxes, so Severus
    sighed and reached out to lay his hand on the one with the leaves. He immediately
    gasped and snatched his hand back, staring.

    Something had buzzed at him when he touched the box, as if there was a bee trapped
    inside it. Or, Severus had to admit after a moment, as if there was something
    alive in it. It had actually felt more like touching the side of a deeply
    sleeping animal than touching wood, even wood imperfectly Transfigured.

    Wary, Severus let his fingers brush the side of each box. They all felt basically
    the same, although the one that looked most like a box had the most life in it, as if
    the animal was about to wake. For a moment, Severus suspected this was a trap and the
    boxes would change back into animals and eat him.

    But no, there would be no point. He thought Black would enjoy torturing him too
    much to kill him like that. And the leaves suggested they had once been flowers.

    Severus could not fathom the life force in them, though. Transfigured plants
    didn't feel like that. Even Transfigured animals didn't.

    His fingers clenched, and once again, he wished for his wand. But he
    would have to rely on the observations of his senses. He bent down near the boxes,
    still instinctively flinching in case something reached out to him from them, and
    sniffed them the way he would with Potions ingredients when he was trying to
    determine their fitness to be used.

    The smell of a living animal, warm, rank fur, rose to his nostrils.

    Severus staggered back, shaking his head. This was—not possible. Transfigured
    animals could smell like that. Not boxes. Not flowers.

    He found himself nearly bumping into one of the finished potions that was cooling
    in a large open flask before he could put it safely into vials. Severus moved to a
    stop and stood a moment with his arms folded, his eyes half-lidded, and calmed his
    breathing. He would have no power here if he was too excited.

    This was—not possible. But it had apparently happened. And Severus was sure that
    it was a result of Potter's magic.

    His first thought was that Potter had simply discovered or used some rarer branch
    of the Dark Arts, something that was strong enough to trick the senses. But again, he
    had to admit Black would recognize that at once. Probably no one better, with that
    library of Dark Arts books upstairs plus experience as a Death Eater.

    Besides, why would Black have brought Severus the boxes at all if he didn't want
    outside confirmation?

    To torment me.

    Severus grimaced and shook his head. He knew better than that, honestly. Being a
    Death Eater meant Black knew better ways to torture him, for one thing. Like
    rendering him absolutely helpless and incapable of doing anything but what he was
    told.

    His hand clenched again, but Severus turned back to the boxes. There was another
    explanation, although Severus was going off theory rather than experience. He had
    never seen anything like this before.

    Potter was casting with almost pure Wild. He infused it into everything that he
    Transfigured, even things not meant to be alive.

    Severus shook his head the moment he had the thought. It could not be so, because
    that was not what the Wild was. The Wild was life force and will and animal magic,
    and sometimes human magic for those who could expand their wills and imaginations to
    embrace it. It was present in Transfigurations that involved animals, either one
    animal into another or an animal into an object or from an object. It was not—

    It did not belong here.

    Even the fact that these boxes had been flowers did not account for it. Flowers
    were a different kind of living being, one that did not resonate with the Wild.

    Severus's next thought was that perhaps the boy had turned animals into daisies,
    then daises into boxes. But in that case, there was no reason for Black to bring the
    boxes to him. He would have understood the source of the Wild.

    Too plainly, he did not. He wanted Severus to tell him.

    Severus grimaced as he felt the draw wake to life in his mind, as present as that
    rank smell. He did not want to be intrigued by anything that infernal boy
    had done. But it was true that he was more bored here than he had been since the
    start of the war, and this was a puzzle like nothing else he had ever seen.

    And if he gave enough good answers to Black and Potter's probing questions, if he
    brewed enough of the potions they wanted, if he feigned enough meekness…

    They might let down their guards. It was not impossible.

    And when they did, Severus would be waiting.

    

    Harry quietly shut the door of the ancient library behind him and stood near the
    wall, waiting for his eyes to adjust. He heard Bellatrix cackle, but he'd expected
    it, and it didn't make him jump.

    The Lestranges were tied up with bonds, as usual, this time on pallets that Black
    had conjured in the middle of the room. Black came in and used magic to unbind them
    and exercise their muscles at least once a day. He said if they were going to hold
    them captive, then they needed to make sure they didn't suffer. He said it was
    humane.

    Harry didn't see that, but he was willing to acknowledge that Black was a lot more
    human than he was, even now.

    "Has the ickle baby Potter come to see us?" Bellatrix made kissing noises at him.
    Harry studied the length of her throat. He imagined Transfiguring it into a swan's
    neck, and then changed his mind. No, a giraffe's neck would be better. Then her head
    would fall over, and she wouldn't be able to lift the weight. "Baby Potter who
    still hasn't decided what to do with us?"

    Harry saw the way her fingers clenched around the rope bonds, and had to smile.
    Bellatrix tried to disguise it, tried to pretend that she was happy to stay here and
    wait for the chance to torment him, but it drove her mad that she couldn't be out
    there torturing and slaying for Lord Dudders.

    Well. Drove her madder.

    "Leave him alone, Bella," said Rabastan, wearily, sagging against his pallet as he
    stared up at the ceiling. "You know as well as I do that it's never going to change,
    and we won't get the chance to take revenge." But he turned his head and eyed Harry
    darkly under lowered lids anyway, as if he was estimating the distance between
    them.

    "You might," said Harry, and cocked his head. He hadn't brought Yar with him into
    the room, even though he had been tempted. She was too strong, and the Lestranges
    wouldn't dare try too much around her. Even though Black didn't want Harry torturing
    them, he hadn't forbidden Harry to tell them about what had happened to Snape's hand
    and Macnair's. "You might be set free to duel me if you impress me enough."

    Rodolphus frowned, Rabastan hesitated, but Bellatrix lunged forwards against her
    bonds. "Set me free now, Baby Potter!" she screeched. "If you want to be
    fair about it…"

    "But I don't want to be fair about it," Harry said, and took a step towards her.
    He felt his stomach surging and cooling as if someone was pumping cold water into it.
    "I want to be horrible. I want you to hurt. You tortured my parents."

    Bellatrix waited until she was sure she was watching, and then she nodded and
    licked her lips. "And they suffered so beautifully, I'd do it again. And
    again."

    Harry wanted to hit her. He wanted to cut her apart. But the cool anger let him
    hold onto his temper and say, "You're going to help me help them."

    "How, ickle Potter? There's no coming back from that kind of madness! I
    know! We did our little experiments, too, during the war." Bellatrix
    chuckled hollowly. "We always killed them later, of course, but they're not coming
    back." She leaned towards him and lowered her voice even more. "Does Potter miss his
    mummy?"

    Harry didn't respond. He concentrated on the air above her, around her. Professor
    McGonagall had taught him to do the opposite of this when he was trying to
    Transfigure objects. Those had no Wild, and so he had to look at the object itself,
    and imagine it changing into whatever he was trying to create.

    But living beings had Wild. And Harry wanted to see if he could sense a human
    being's when he wasn't in the middle of battle and just trying to stop them from
    striking him, or knock them down.

    Bellatrix's taunting went on, but Harry didn't hear it. He was hearing something
    on the edge of his listening powers, something that interested him far more than her
    words. He knelt down, absently making sure he was out of reach as she lunged with her
    teeth snapping.

    Yes. He could feel it. There was a sort of aura around her, a blanket of thick
    warmth and will that followed the outline of her arms and legs. It was weakest around
    the head, which surprised Harry, but after a moment's thought, he decided he knew
    why. After all, the head could lose heat as well as get heated up. Why wouldn't it
    lose the heat of the Wild?

    "Little baby Potter," Bellatrix sang, and Harry looked harder at her and
    then reached out to the Wild around her.

    He didn't use his wand. There was no object to manipulate. He didn't actually want
    to Transfigure her. He wanted to see if he could alter the Wild around her
    body, and what would happen if he did, if he could make it flow and melt at his
    command.

    Bellatrix shrieked.

    Harry blinked. He'd fallen so far into the consideration of that warm aura that he
    hadn't paid attention to what was happening with Bellatrix. He shifted the mice in
    his pockets, in case they had to protect him, and watched her.

    Bellatrix sagged, panting, the minute Harry stopped concentrating, but she turned
    crazed, hate-filled eyes on him. "What are you doing? You can't do that to
    me!"

    Harry felt a small smile play over his mouth. Really, so many of the "fearsome
    Dark wizards" people were so scared of reminded him of Dudley. The one time a kid at
    primary school had stood up to Dudders, he'd been astonished. He was the one
    who chased people and beat them up and threw rocks at them. Not someone at him!

    "You're the only one who gets to torture people, right?" Harry asked her, gently.
    His hand was on his wand, but his attention kept wandering back to that aura of the
    Wild. It felt like velvet against his hands, or his mind, when he twisted his will
    the right way. "Of course you are. Of course you are."

    "Potter! Baby Potter! I hate you!"

    Since Harry didn't know how he'd actually hurt her before, he decided it wasn't
    breaking his promise to Black not to torture them. He reached out to the Wild again,
    keeping one eye on Bellatrix in the meantime.

    Her screams stopped suddenly, and her eyes went blank. Harry realized he was
    focusing on the Wild that fluttered around her head, the place he'd previously
    ignored.

    Rabastan and Rodolphus were shouting at him this time, but Harry ignored them with
    the ease of long practice. He crouched down in front of Bellatrix and stared into her
    blank eyes, seeing the way her mouth twitched and a small line of drool was running
    down her chin.

    She looked…just like his parents.

    Harry let her Wild go abruptly. And then he turned and strode out of the room,
    ignoring their screams at his back again, but what he was shaking with wasn't hatred
    or fear. It was excitement.

    The Cruciatus Curse manipulates the Wild in someone's body. I don't know all
    the details yet, but it obviously affects the brain. It shut down some things,
    probably. Changes others. Warps them.

    I don't have to Transfigure brains if I can learn enough about manipulating
    the Wild.

    

    Black knocked on the door of the library where Harry had pulled down several books
    on the theory of the Wild perhaps two hours later. "There's a letter for you from
    Hogwarts, Harry. And Severus has discovered something remarkable about those boxes
    you Transfigured."

    "That they have an aura of the Wild even though inanimate objects aren't supposed
    to?" Harry asked absently, twisting his head so that he could make out the small
    marginal annotation in the tome he held. "Yeah, I figured that out, too."

    He heard Black come to a stop behind him. "How could you? You didn't touch those
    boxes after I took them to Severus."

    Harry rolled his eyes a little. When he called his enemies by their first
    names, it was because he wasn't afraid of them. But Black kept sounding almost
    affectionate about "Severus." Harry just hoped that he didn't let his guard down
    around him. "I was looking at the Wild around Bellatrix's body. When I touched it
    where it pooled around her head, she started to react the same way my parents do to
    most stimulation."

    "I told you not to torture them—"

    "You specified the spells I shouldn't use and the limbs I shouldn't break. I
    didn't even know that I could touch the Wild outside a spell."

    Black was silent for a few moments, and then he moved around in front of Harry,
    staring at him as he shook his head. "You're always going to be cold and somewhat
    inhuman, aren't you?"

    "Probably." Harry looked back at him with eyes that he had considered altering to
    take in more light like a cat's, but he didn't know enough about eyes yet to
    experiment, and blindness would weaken him. On the other hand, perhaps manipulating
    the Wild would give him another way to do it. "You got to me too late."

    "Well." Black sat down on the other side of the table and looked at the books
    Harry had chosen with an absent eye. "It might have been too late from the time that
    you grew up in your relatives' loving care." He sighed. "At least this way
    we can find out what a gift you have. It has to be a powerful one, to manipulate the
    Wild like that."

    "And not limited to Transfiguration?"

    "How did you know that?"

    "That's what some of the books said. They seem to agree that you could perform
    what are essentially charms and curses on people, as long as you had some definite
    end result in mind. But there are notes in most of the margins disagreeing with them.
    I have to read them to find out if I can really do that, or if it's speculation."

    Black got up and came around the table, putting his hand on Harry's shoulder.
    Harry stilled and looked up at him patiently. He had come to realize that both Black
    and Professor McGonagall liked to touch him, in ways that didn't have anything to do
    with disciplining him.

    Harry had decided to permit it. It would make good practice for when he got his
    parents back and needed to endure hugs.

    "You're still remarkable," Black said softly. "I'll do what I can to help you. To
    help you actually heal your parents, not curse them or hurt them further.
    For now, I think you ought to read your letter." He nodded to the parchment he'd left
    lying on the table, which Harry had honestly forgotten about. "Your friend sounds
    angry. You should reassure him."

    "Why would Neville be angry?"

    "It's not from Longbottom."

    Harry blinked and opened the letter, and stared when he saw Terry Boot's
    handwriting. He knew it from plenty of study sessions together, and he blinked harder
    as he realized that Terry had cared enough to write to him, instead of being relieved
    when Harry disappeared so that he didn't have to put up with him anymore.

    "It's enlightening," Black added, and disappeared out the door before Harry could
    even have time to be irritated that he'd read Harry's post.

    Harry settled back against the chair and read, absently stroking Spellmaker, who
    had found her way into the room and was curled up on the chair next to him. She
    purred, and somehow the sound ended up winding its way into Harry's contemplation of
    the letter and making him think.

    Harry,

    I won't use anything like "Dear." You're not. You're an irritation and a prat.
    Why did you never write to me? You wrote to Longbottom, and you didn't spend
    nearly as much time with him as you did with me. And apparently Granger and Weasley
    know something, too, and I know that you were never close with
    them.

    I should just be able to give up and not write to you if I'm angry. I know you
    would probably say that. You're so bloody practical all the time, you expect
    other people to be the same. But you can be stupid for all that you're so smart,
    Harry. You never thought that other people might like to really know you, just
    because you didn't care about knowing them.

    Now, I want to know some things. What did you grow up like? Why did you leave
    the school? Were you really Transfiguring any animals that you wanted to out of
    objects, and how did you learn to do that?

    And there's something going on with Malfoy, too. Not that you deserve to know,
    not if you don't reply to me, but I'll tell you anyway, because that's what
    friends do. Unlike you, Mr. Secret-Keeper.

    He's been strutting around more lately, and dropping dark hints about his
    father and "Potters in general." I don't really know what he can do against your
    parents, but he seems to think he can do something.

    Reply to me, prat. Or don't, and then I'll consider this friendship closed and
    I can move on with the next chapter of my life.

    Terry.

    Harry rubbed his forehead, a gesture he'd picked up from Neville. He knew what he
    would have to say if Terry was here, even if he would probably punch Harry and think
    he was stupid. Harry had had no idea that Terry would be angry. He hadn't
    thought Terry cared about Harry except as a mystery, a puzzle to solve.

    Because that was the way Harry cared about most people.

    Harry sighed. Terry had taken the time to write to him, and be honest, and warn
    him about Malfoy, and even if Harry hadn't had the feeling that he would please
    Professor McGonagall by thinking about people other than his parents, that last part
    deserved some kind of reply.

    It was just—awkward, because Harry hadn't done anything like it before.

    It took a lot of time, and hesitations, and asking Black for paper and ink because
    his first three tries didn't work, but at last he was watching the owl fly away with
    the letter for Terry, and shaking his head.

    It was strange, how people like Professor McGonagall and Neville and Terry and
    even Black seemed to care about Harry when he knew he didn't do many things worth
    caring about. It wasn't like they were his parents.

    Then he went back to the books on the Wild.
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    Chapter Thirty-Six-Darker, Like Approaching Night

    Terry knew he made a greedy snatch at the owl when it flew past him, but he could
    hardly help it. With none of the other Ravenclaws in the know about where Harry was,
    they would hopefully think it was news from his parents and nothing more.

    He still didn't read the letter in the open, though. One had to be careful, with
    Umbridge around. He looked at the outside and rolled his eyes as if recognizing the
    handwriting pained him, then stuffed it into his satchel and flopped back in his seat
    with a huff.

    "Okay, there, Terry?" asked Roger Davies, with a sympathetic smile. He hadn't put
    Terry on the Quidditch team, but since Terry spent so much time around the players
    and helped cast spells to do things like pull the Snitch back in when they were done,
    they were friends of a sort.

    "Yeah, just a time-consuming letter to answer," Terry said with a sigh, and
    reached for the pudding. Now anyone listening would have their explanation.

    "I have a great-aunt like that. She always wants to know about the Kneazle kitten
    she gave me when I was six. I keep telling her it ran off years ago, but she never
    remembers that from one letter to the next..."

    Terry found himself relaxing as Roger rambled on, and he only had to nod and grunt
    and give a little chuckle in the right places. He was more intrigued by something he
    could see over Roger's head: Cho Chang and her friend Marietta Edgecombe whispering
    to each other. Now and then they darted glances at the High Table.

    By itself, that wouldn't have caught Terry's attention, because all sorts of
    students looked at Umbridge to figure out what kind of mood she was in today and
    which way they'd have to jump. But what really mattered was that at one point
    Marietta gave a little nod, and Umbridge nodded back.

    Terry stood up and left breakfast, intent on reaching Longbottom before his next
    class started. While he wouldn't say they were close friends, and he didn't
    know for certain that this affected the DA, there was too high a chance that
    it did for him to feel comfortable. Umbridge went after no one the way she went after
    Longbottom.

    And Terry owed him, a bit, for explaining how to reach Harry.

    The letter rustled in his satchel, maddening, but Terry had learned patience since
    the pink frog invaded the school. He heard what was probably the noise of Gryffindors
    ahead, and lengthened his stride.

    

    Dear Terry,

    I know this is probably going to shock you, but I honestly never thought you
    would want to write to me. I know I haven't been a very good friend. I ignored you
    and lied to you and took off without a word. I've dropped people as friends for less
    than that.

    But now that you did decide to write to me and ask questions, I'll give you
    the explanation you wanted.

    I didn't know that magic existed or that my parents were alive until Professor
    McGonagall came to bring me my letter. I grew up with Muggle relatives I hate. They
    told me my parents were killed. And suddenly they were alive, and I saw them in St.
    Mungo' s, and I wanted to cure them. Professor McGonagall told me that was
    impossible, but I thought maybe it was just that no one had tried hard enough to find
    the cure before that.

    I wanted to try Transfiguration. It's the best kind of magic. I thought that
    ever since Professor McGonagall told me what it was. The first thing I did was start
    studying Transfiguration harder than anything else.

    That's why I can make animals the way I can. Animals that last.
    They're permanent. It takes me longer, but it means that my Transfigurations
    never run out or come undone. I chose animals because I thought that would help me,
    practicing with living things to get ready to practice on my parents, and because I
    knew I could sneak some small animals into my relatives' house. Then I could get food
    during the summer and scare them into leaving me alone.

    My animals have also been useful in battle. I've been in several fights now,
    and it's brilliant to be able to crush someone's hand or scare them into dropping
    their wand when they least expect it.

    I've also done some Transfiguring of myself. My hands, to have claws, and my
    legs, to have muscles that enable me to jump. And a few other things, but those are
    the main ones.

    Black and Professor McGonagall both think I could become an animal and lose
    any chance at curing my parents forever. I don't want that to happen, so I've stopped
    Transfiguring myself for now. But I'm still working on a way to cure my parents. I
    might have a way to make that happen now, with the Wild. I'm not telling you anymore,
    but not because I want to lie. Just because I really don't know what the next step is
    going to be.

    Don't show this letter to anyone.

    Harry.

    

    Terry lay in his bed staring up at the curtains, and tried to run Harry's letter
    through his mind. But there seemed to be something new he hadn't thought of every
    time he did that. Some new, disturbing thing that would show up and present
    itself for his consideration like an exam answer he'd remembered long after he sat
    the exam.

    Harry was so good at Transfiguration that his Transfigurations were permanent.
    Terry had never heard of anyone who could do anything like that. There was
    Transfiguration, and it didn't last. That was the way things were. A law of magic, if
    you thought about it like that.

    Harry had been sneaking around changing himself and making animals all the time,
    and no one had ever caught him at it. Well, Terry had sometimes had his suspicions
    about where Harry went when he sneaked away from Ravenclaw Tower, but either Harry's
    lies had convinced him or he had been so angry that he was just trying to ignore
    Harry by that point instead of pay attention to him.

    He's so sneaky he should have been in Slytherin.

    Now that Terry thought about it, he had no idea why Harry wasn't. He knew
    Professor Snape hated Harry, but that wasn't something Harry would have known about
    before coming to Hogwarts, if the only wizard or witch he'd met was Professor
    McGonagall. And he might have made friends in Slytherin that would be more to his
    taste...

    Anger was stirring again. Terry shoved it down. He'd got a lot more than he'd
    expected with that letter, and he needed to think about it, instead of act
    like a big baby and ignore most of the information.

    Analyze it rationally. Think like a Ravenclaw. What reasons would make Harry avoid
    Slytherin?

    His parents were in Gryffindor. And he might have heard that Gryffindors and
    Slytherins hated each other. That's even something Professor McGonagall could have
    told him if she was thinking about his parents.

    Terry sighed. His own family had no particular tradition that way. As it happened,
    he had plenty of relatives who'd been in Ravenclaw, but one of his cousins was a
    Hufflepuff, and Aunt Melinda had been a Slytherin, and Father's two brothers-one of
    whom had died very young, in the war-were both Gryffindors. Terry reckoned he could
    see why someone would hate the thought of ending up in a particular House.

    But that wasn't the strangest thing Harry had done. That he had run away...well,
    he hadn't explained why, which Terry was going to task him with, but it
    probably had something to do with curing his parents. Terry supposed that Harry had
    reached his limits with either the books in Hogwarts's library or the professors.
    Maybe he thought they would interfere if he tried to practice Transfiguration that
    could cure a brain.

    I would have, if I knew what was going on.

    It sounded like Black and Professor McGonagall had, though, which made Terry
    relax. They both knew more than Terry did, and it sounded like Harry would listen to
    them.

    But it was still an insane quest, in Terry's point of view. Oh, you could probably
    do it, but only after years of study and learning Healing magic and working
    with some of the best Mind-Healers on the planet-none of whom were in Britain. That
    meant it was fairly useless for a quick cure, which seemed to be what Harry
    wanted.

    And if he brought back his parents, who was to say they would have the same
    personalities? Maybe they would start all over again as children, who had to relearn
    and grow their brains the way Muggle science talked about.

    Terry nodded and rolled over to reach for parchment and ink. Since he couldn't
    sleep anyway, he might as well use the time productively, the way Mother had taught
    him, and tell Harry what he thought.

    

    The length of time that had passed since Father broke Potter's Memory Charm and
    revealed the truth to Draco still hadn't calmed Draco's nerves. He walked on his toes
    like a cat around Hogwarts, and half-expected to see Potter around every corner.

    That was all right, though, he thought as he relaxed in the Slytherin common room,
    letting his head fall against the chair and his mind drop its guard. Father had a
    plan, and Potter was going to pay.

    "Draco, what's wrong? You've been different the last several days."

    Draco lazily turned his head. Pansy was leaning forwards so far he could almost
    see down her robes. Draco considered what he could tell her. She was a more
    intelligent conversationalist than Crabbe and Goyle, at least, even though she was as
    loyal as they were. He could hint.

    "Father found out that someone cast a Memory Charm on me," he told her in a low
    tone, and watched in satisfaction as her eyes widened. "They hid it pretty well. It's
    over a year old. But he hired a Healer that broke the Charm, and now I know the name
    and face of my enemy. Father's making plans to punish him."

    "Oh, Draco," said Pansy, with a blend of sympathy and shock that Draco had to
    admit he liked. "Who is it?"

    Draco hesitated. "You can't tell anyone else if I tell you."

    "I'll swear by whatever you want me to."

    Draco nodded, satisfied. Pansy couldn't swear an Unbreakable Vow without a Bonder,
    and Draco was not about to involve someone else in this. But she could make
    a promise on her blood, and that would be more than enough to content Draco for the
    moment.

    Besides, he was bursting inside. He wanted so badly to tell the revenge that
    Father was planning, but he couldn't without an audience.

    Pansy waved her wand and a Privacy Charm sprang up around them. She'd always been
    rather good at those. That done, she leaned forwards, and Draco eyed her with a
    chuckle bubbling at his lips. He thought she'd stopped breathing.

    "It was Harry Potter."

    "That…" Pansy didn't seem to know an epithet bad enough for him. "That
    odd boy?" she finally asked, while her face and eyes said she wanted to say
    a good deal more. "Why would he do that? I thought you weren't ever near him!"

    "I learned that he was working old spells in the dungeons," Draco said. "I saw him
    coming out of a classroom that he didn't want me seeing he went into, and first he
    threatened me with being eaten by rats."

    "He could do that? Is he a Ratspeaker?"

    Draco rolled his eyes a little. Parselmouths were the only kind of animal speaker
    that existed in the wizarding world. He had always found the other legends, that each
    species had its own language and various people could speak to them, to be a bit of
    wistful thinking. "No. He'd made the damn thing. Father's been asking around, and
    apparently there are people who remember that Professor McGonagall called him a
    prodigy in Transfiguration. So he probably Transfigured it."

    Pansy shivered. "Goodness. And then he Obliviated you?"

    Draco nodded, enjoying the way she looked at him. "I suppose he thought his threat
    wasn't enough to keep me quiet."

    "Oh, Draco," Pansy breathed, her hand at her throat. "What are you going to do
    now? I mean, is your father going to have Potter brought before the Wizengamot?"

    Draco sighed, disgruntled. "No. Apparently the laws are pretty strict about Memory
    Charms, but only when adults cast them on each other or children. Students
    can get away with it, just barely, because it might be a spell gone wrong." He sat up
    and let the grin he'd been having to suppress for days out on his face. "But that
    doesn't prevent Father from going outside the law."

    "Of course he has to," Pansy agreed, even though she looked a little nervous. "His
    son has been threatened."

    "Exactly. Malfoys don't let a threat stand."

    "So what is he going to do?"

    "He's going to make sure that Potter comes back where he can be properly
    punished," Draco purred, and reveled in the way Pansy's eyes widened. Now and then he
    thought her attentions tiresome, but if she gave him this level of attendance at all
    times, then he might find her an acceptable wife after all. "And that means
    threatening his friends. Potter doesn't care about most people. He doesn't have a
    family. He does have friends here, though."

    "His parents…"

    "You can't threaten mad people, Pansy."

    Pansy let her eyes drop and nodded instead of disputing, and Draco smiled with
    more and more approval. "Of course, Draco. I'm sorry. So it's Longbottom?"

    Draco laughed. "Do you know anyone else he was close to during his time here? Yes,
    it'll be. It fits in well with some plans that Father was making anyway." And then he
    slammed his mouth shut, because while Father hadn't mentioned not telling anyone
    about Potter and the Memory Charm and the plans for revenge—not explicitly—he
    had told Draco to hold the Dark Lord's business close to his chest.

    Luckily, Pansy seemed to have missed the clue. She was smiling. "If you want any
    help when your father comes to the school, Draco darling, do let me know."

    "I will," Draco said. Really, this conversation might decide the course of my
    future. I'll have to owl Father and tell him to encourage the Parkinsons after
    all.

    

    Harry stepped back from Bellatrix, sweating and shaking. He had been practicing in
    manipulating the Wild around her once more, after Black had Stunned Rabastan and
    Rodolphus and moved them to another room. Their screams and threats of vengeance were
    getting more and more tiresome.

    He could make Bellatrix drool and look blank-eyed, like his parents. He could make
    her twitch and move her hands and arms when he was concentrating on the Wild around
    them. He hadn't tried her legs, but only because she couldn't walk, bound, and he
    wasn't about to undo the bindings, for all his talent.

    And today, he had found something new.

    Harry eyed Bellatrix. She was asleep on her pallet now, in a slumber Harry had
    made her fall into. When he concentrated on what felt like a bubble of the Wild near
    the back of her skull, then she went out. It was almost like snuffing a
    candleflame.

    He thought Black would have been panicking, except Harry could still feel the
    burning Wild there. It was just a little dimmer right now.

    That meant he could affect the brain. This might be the first step to
    putting his parents into a healing sleep while he worked on them.

    Harry took a deep breath and shuffled back to the chair Black had insisted he have
    waiting for him. Black was right that this was exhausting. When Harry had asked him
    why he thought it would be, Black had only shrugged and muttered something about
    wandless magic always being exhausting.

    How does he know that? I'll have to ask him.

    But Harry thought he could try something else as long as he was sitting down when
    he tried it. He leaned forwards and focused on that flickering ball of Wild at the
    back of Bellatrix's skull, pressing on it a little.

    Wake up.

    Bellatrix shot straight out of sleep, picking up in the middle of the same
    sentence she'd been shrieking at him before. Harry blinked and stared at her,
    wondering if that meant something.

    "—can't do this to me! The Dark Lord is faithful to his chosen! He will find me,
    he'll find me, and make you pay!"

    "What makes you so sure of that?" Harry had to ask, because he was curious. "I
    mean, he hasn't found you so far, and he wasn't especially loyal to his followers in
    the last war. What makes you so loyal to him?"

    Bellatrix laughed and tossed her long dark hair over her shoulder. She seemed more
    cheerful already, and she was smirking at Harry as if he had done her a great favor.
    Then again, she always seemed happy to talk about Lord Dudders.

    "I bear his Mark," said Bellatrix in a hushed voice, and tilted her head to her
    left arm. Harry frowned thoughtfully at it. It was a disturbance in the Wild, a dead
    zone that he'd never noticed before. Then again, he hadn't started trying to feel the
    Wild like this until recently. Snape and Rodolphus and Rabastan probably had one,
    too. And Black. "That means that I am loyal to him, beyond death. He will bring the
    old ways back. He will make sure the old houses reign supreme. He will get rid of the
    Muggles."

    "Get rid of them," Harry repeated, feeling his way, trying to understand. "Do you
    even know how many Muggles there are? Does he?"

    "The Dark Lord's vision is grand. Those who join us will be spared, but they will
    be few. A chosen few. An elite. They, we, will walk through the corpses of
    dead Muggle cities and watch the shadows give birth to the future. Muggle houses torn
    down and pure-blood manors built in their place. Magic used freely in every corner of
    Britain, as it once was. Our people no longer having to hide."

    Harry shook his head. "I suppose that sends impressive when Lord Dudders spouts
    it, but—"

    "What did you call him?"

    "Lord Dudders. After my cousin, Dudley. Dudley's big and fat and impressed with
    himself and a bully. I don't know if Lord Dudders is fat, but otherwise, everything
    else sounds the same."

    Bellatrix stared at him with her mouth open, a line of drool sliding down towards
    her chin. It was the longest she'd ever been silent, at least when she was conscious
    and not gagged. Harry waved a hand at her, getting concerned, and she lunged forwards
    and tried to bite him.

    "He is not Lord Dudders!" she shrieked, and drummed her heels on the
    floor. "Not, not, not!"

    "Oh, I'm sure screaming makes it so."

    Bellatrix went off into an incoherent rant that had the words "blood traitors" and
    "Mudbloods" and "future" mixed in, and Harry got bored. He reached out and quenched
    that light at the back of her skull again, and then got up and walked towards her
    where she lay collapsed. He was going to touch her Mark when she was asleep and
    couldn't use any magic against him. He wanted to figure out if Lord Dudders had
    actually managed to suck up some of the Wild or destroy it around her arm, and why he
    would want to do that.

    Harry crouched down next to her and drew her sleeve back. He felt several mice
    thrusting their heads out of his pockets, and nodded, heeding the way their whiskers
    twitched wildly. He wouldn't touch the Dark Mark directly, just in case it had some
    sort of defenses. If it did, that might explain why the guards in Azkaban hadn't
    tried to do something to deface them on the Death Eaters' arms.

    He reached out and felt the Wild around it instead. It wasn't that it was missing,
    he finally realized, after several minutes of discreetly palpating the air and
    listening to the hum in his ears that the Wild always made. It was as though
    something else had replaced it.

    Something dark and velvety and rumbling with threat. Something that made him think
    Lord Dudders had partially Transfigured the Death Eaters' skin and replaced it with
    something of his own. A magical connection? That was possible. Neville had told Harry
    a little about how Lord Dudders had summoned the Death Eaters to the graveyard last
    year. It would make sense if he had a connection and could sense them and pull them
    across distances.

    Although it must not work all that well or he would have taken the
    Lestranges and Snape out of here by now. And no one would ever have lived to betray
    him.

    Harry sat back and pondered it for a moment. Then he nodded. He was going to try
    something, and be prepared to move fast if it didn't work. He wasn't going to try to
    hurt the Mark or wound it, but he would try to Transfigure it.

    He picked the spell that Professor McGonagall had been having him practice so much
    when he wanted to create plants to turn into objects. "Commuto cicatricem
    florem."

    There was a large, confused, blurred moment when Harry thought his head was
    ringing and being stretched in a few directions, and then he was tumbling his way off
    the pallet, his mice covering his arms and tugging on his hair, while something shot
    straight out of the Dark Mark at him.

    Harry flung up his wand and shouted, "Protego!" That was one of the
    charms he'd been working on with Black. But he pulled on the Wild in the air, the
    Wild in the black hole shooting at him, to cast it.

    There was another complicated moment, and Harry thought he saw a snarling face and
    a green skull and serpent version of the Mark in the black hole before him. And then
    it faded from sight completely.

    And when Harry forced his way back to his hands and knees and crawled towards
    Bellatrix, her Mark had changed.

    There was a small faded patch of it that hadn't gone back to normal skin, the way
    Harry would have thought there would be if he'd successfully Transfigured the Dark
    Mark. But it was grey, and when Harry reached out and carefully felt all around the
    Wild radiating from it, he realized that it was—

    His. His Wild.

    Thoughts unbraided themselves in his head, moving more quickly than the thing that
    had arisen from the Mark to hunt him.

    He could pull on people's magic. Someone could influence someone else's Wild. He
    could do that. If magic lingered in a person's body and affected them, affected their
    Wild, then—

    He'd already thought he might be able to heal his parents by concentrating on
    their Wild. But now he wondered something else. If he could reach in and tug out
    Bellatrix's magic from them, and the other Lestranges' magic, the way he'd tugged
    Lord Dudders's.

    If he could…

    Harry sat there for a full ten minutes dreaming about that "could" before Black
    knocked on the door and Harry had to get up to let him in.

    He wanted to experiment with Snape's Dark Mark next.
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    Chapter Thirty-Seven—Moment of Triumph

    "Why are you outside Severus's lab, Harry?"

    Harry turned around and nodded to Black. He had thought there were probably
    protective spells to summon Black whenever someone got too close to the lab door.
    That might even include Snape, from the other side. Harry hoped it did, and that
    Snape got stung whenever he thought about being a pain in the arse. "I did something
    remarkable with Bellatrix's Dark Mark. I was hoping you would let me do the same
    thing with Snape's." He gave Black a smile he hoped was winning.

    Black went still, instead. Harry sighed a little. Well, there were probably no
    words he could have used to make that argument sound reasonable.

    "What did you do?" Black whispered. "Why were you touching her Dark Mark,
    of all things?"

    "Because I had to," Harry explained. "I was experimenting with the Wild around her
    body, and I noticed that the Wild around the Dark Mark was strange. I couldn't tell
    if it was a Transfiguration or something else. I probed it with my magic, and
    defeated the guard that Lord Dudders had put on it."

    "Guard?" Black sounded faint, and he kept shaking his head as though something was
    stinging him and he wanted it to stop. "Do I want to know?"

    "I could explain it."

    Black sighed. "Don't bother." He looked at the lab door again. "It already took me
    some time to get Severus's hand back in shape after your eagle crushed it. I don't
    want to have you do something else that might impair his ability to brew for us."

    "What do we need more, a few potions that might help or a way to defeat
    Lord Dudders forever?" Harry asked, and once again had the satisfaction of seeing
    Black's mouth work open and then shut.

    "I didn't think you cared about defeating the Dark Lord. Or only if you could help
    your friends do so. You care about healing your parents." Black abruptly knelt down
    in front of him and stared into his eyes, although he did that so often Harry no
    longer had any idea what he was looking for. "You can't tell me you've changed your
    mind so suddenly after years of obsession."

    Harry shook his head a little. "I haven't changed my mind," he said, as calmly as
    he could when he thought answers might be on the other side of the door. "I just
    thought that offering you something you want might make you more likely to help
    me."

    Black snorted breathlessly, and ended up covering his mouth with one hand. Harry
    blinked at him. "Are you—laughing?" he finally asked. It seemed strange, but
    Black didn't deny it.

    "I suppose I am," said Black happily, and stood up and reached out to the lab door
    while Harry still eyed him. "I'll let you touch Severus's Dark Mark as long as you
    promise not to hurt him with it."

    "I don't know what I was doing to Bellatrix. I think some of it hurt her, but that
    was when I was only manipulating the Wild."

    "I told you before, Harry, I didn't like it when you had plans to hurt my
    cousins."

    "You told me that. I don't know why. They're prisoners, and they're not even doing
    something useful for us, like Snape is. I didn't know you loved them that much."

    Black shook his head. He looked old again, and he'd let his hand fall away from
    the door. "It wasn't because I was worried about them, or not much. It was because I
    was worried about you. Torture…warps people. I saw that with the Dark Lord,
    and too many of the Death Eaters, and even my parents. I don't want you to walk down
    the same path, when you're already struggling to turn aside from the feral one."

    Harry nodded his slow understanding. And it was slow. He had to think
    hard to remember the glimpse Black had shown him of the golden-eyed woman chained to
    her bed. Everything had changed and faded under the fact that he might be able to
    heal his parents.

    "Okay," he said at last. "But I didn't know what I was doing when I was trying to
    use the Wild on Bellatrix. I think I do on Snape. I want to see if I can make
    something come out of his Dark Mark and attack me."

    "That sounds extremely safe."

    "I defeated the one that came from Bellatrix's Mark when I had no idea what it was
    or that it would do that," Harry said, and tilted his head back to stare unblinking
    at Black.

    Black sighed again, but it sounded resigned. "I shouldn't bet against you, Harry.
    I'll stand guard. I'll help you if something comes out of Severus's Mark to attack
    you, and I'll intervene if I think he's suffering too much. All right?"

    Harry knew it was the best deal he was going to get, so he nodded agreeably. He'd
    put up with lots of bargains that were a lot more unfair at the Dursleys'. He watched
    in interest now as Black laid his wand and his hand on the door and did something
    with a jolt of magic that opened it.

    The lab door swung in. Harry couldn't see Snape at first, and craned his neck. It
    looked like Snape was standing behind a huge cauldron, scrubbing it by hand.

    Of course he has to, since we took his wand away. Harry found himself
    smirking without really meaning to. Snape had to do chores now like the detentions
    that he had assigned the Gryffindors so often. Wasn't that justice?

    Snape looked up and saw them at once, of course. He said nothing, but his body
    went tense like Cross's did when he thought Harry was going to make a new mouse and
    then forbid him to chase it.

    "Severus," said Black, in a voice that he probably thought was friendly. "If you
    cooperate with what we want to do, then you won't be hurt."

    Snape blurred to the left, rolling under a table that stood next to the cauldron.
    Harry turned his head, tracking his motion, and then leaped into the air. For a
    moment, the table was beneath him, and he thought he would come down in the middle of
    it and kick it to pieces—

    Then he saw the floor on the far side of the table, where Snape was coming back to
    his feet, and he knew he'd judged his leap right after all. He landed beside Snape
    and kicked him precisely in the back of the knees, then watched him fall.

    Snape snarled up at him from the floor. Harry watched him, unimpressed. He could
    do a better snarl than that in the middle of second year.

    "Did you have to kick him to the floor?" Black complained, drifting
    around to the side and spending a moment contemplating Snape. "Now he's going to be
    harder than ever to deal with, you know."

    "I had to," Harry answered, "because he's also going to have to be lying down for
    this. Bellatrix was."

    It was entertaining to watch the way Snape's face went so pale, so fast. Harry
    wondered if he could mimic the effect with Transfiguration. "You said that you
    wouldn't let him hurt me, Black. You promised."

    "How often did you keep your promises to the people you hurt during the war?"

    "Harry," said Black. "And I did mean it, Severus. Harry discovered something
    interesting about my beloved cousin's Dark Mark this morning. I want to see if he can
    make the same thing happen to yours."

    Snape looked so wild that Harry thought he would bite if Harry came much nearer.
    He conjured a daisy and Transfigured it into a gag. Then he nodded to Black, who
    reluctantly strapped it into Snape's mouth. He was still writhing. Harry ignored that
    for the moment and sat on the floor.

    His eyes closed almost at once. It was easy to close them when he was getting
    ready for something that required concentration and power like this, he thought. His
    hand reached out and found Snape's Dark Mark without having to look for it. That
    strange combination of void and Wild was easy to locate once Harry had found it
    once.

    This time, he didn't bother with trying to actually Transfigure it. He sent his
    will and magic into the Mark, and felt the same savage awakening of the guardian
    beast inside it that he had with Bellatrix's. Harry prepared to roll back out of the
    way.

    But either Voldemort's magic, even separated into different pieces, could learn
    new things, or he had defended each Death Eater's Dark Mark a different way. There
    was a sharp, warning tingle up Harry's arm, not enough to let him move out of the way
    in time, and then power slammed up his arm, heading for his heart.

    Harry bowed his head, ignoring the way that Black shouted at him. He was probably
    telling Harry not to hurt Snape, anyway. But Snape was lying on the floor and staring
    up at Harry, a glimpse that Harry saw in the moment before he closed his eyes
    again.

    He wrestled with the power in silence, forcing it back and forth through his
    veins. It wanted to reach his heart, and Harry didn't let it. It was hard to say how
    he fought it. It was a contest of wills, though. The Dark power wanted to reach his
    heart and stop it.

    Harry didn't want it to.

    There was a constant shifting and bounding in his veins, and Harry could feel his
    head aching. It didn't matter. He had endured more pain than this. He thought of
    Vernon killing the kitten that had been his for so short a time, and he lashed more
    magic into the fight with the flood of cold black water.

    Claws touched his shoulder, and he nearly snapped and threw the thing off before
    he realized it was Spellmaker. She bent down and fed strength into him, somehow,
    through a connection that felt oddly like he was holding a wand in his hand.

    Harry nearly smiled when he remembered that she had come from a wand. Maybe that
    was all he needed.

    He used the extra magic to wall in and push the black water, and it snarled, but
    retreated. Harry didn't leave it any option. He forced it down again to the end of
    his arm, and felt the taint it had tried to leave in him conquered and pushed out,
    too.

    He unfolded his hand, and opened his eyes. There was something pulsing and
    glittering like obsidian in the center of his palm. Harry blew sharply on it, and it
    dissolved.

    Snape was lying in the center of the floor staring at him. Harry stared back. He
    had no idea what to say. He didn't think he'd done with this power exactly what he'd
    done with Bellatrix's, but he couldn't be sure until he saw the Dark Mark, so he
    cocked his head to see.

    There was no different space of Transfiguration in the center of Snape's Mark,
    because there was no Mark. It was gone.

    "What did you..." Snape sounded bewildered, in a way Harry would have liked to
    hear from him at least once in front of a classroom. "What did you do?"

    Harry thought about it, and then at last had an answer. "Last time, I simply
    attacked the force," he said. "This time, I banished it." He closed his eyes and
    bowed his head, thinking, searching in his mind. Yes, now that he thought about it,
    the dark water had been like threads, too, boiling threads that he had forced back
    down his arm and into his hand.

    "I undid the threads of Lord Dudders's magic," he finally concluded. "I stripped
    them from your arm. So they're gone."

    "Lord Dudders?"

    "What I call my cousin. Voldemort is like my cousin. A bully."

    Snape turned his head away. Harry had no idea what he was feeling, and found that
    he didn't really care. The important thing was that he had done something that he
    could take and turn around. He rose and looked at Black.

    "I think I need to be familiar with a person's magic," he told Black. "I couldn't
    do that the first time with Bellatrix's Mark, because I didn't know much about Lord
    Dudders and his magic. Being around Neville and his curse scar wasn't enough. This
    time, I knew more about it, and I could force it."

    Black was staring at him as if he was a revelation. "What did you do to
    it?"

    "Willed it to go away. It went."

    "It should not have," Snape whispered, in a low voice that still had no emotion in
    it. "There is no wizard more powerful than the Dark Lord. There is no way that an
    untrained teenager could do this, and I think you know it, Black." He rolled
    back over and his eyes were dark with hatred. Harry watched in interest. It meant
    that stripping away someone's magic from someone else wouldn't change the personality
    of the person you freed. That ought to mean he could take Bellatrix's magic from his
    mum and dad and they would be the same people they'd always been. "What did you do?
    What spell did you cast to conceal the Mark?"

    "An untrained teenager, no," said Black, and his eyes glistened. "But think of
    something else, Severus. Other than the snakes that the Dark Lord charms with
    Parseltongue, have you ever seen his magic succeed on an animal?"

    Snape paused. "He tormented some animals when I first joined the ranks of the
    Death Eaters," he said doubtfully. Harry walked towards the door. This wasn't
    interesting. "It used to be part of the initiation rites for those who valued their
    pets, to make them kill them or torture them to show they valued the Dark Lord
    more."

    "But that was Death Eaters' magic. What about his?"

    "Are you suggesting he could not stop an eagle like the one that crushed my hand?
    Because that's delusional, Black."

    "I'm saying that I don't think he's ever practiced a lot of controlling magic on
    animals, other than snakes. No doubt he could defend himself from one, but he's not
    specialized in them. And when his magic meets a mind divided between human and
    animal, the mind of a boy who's partially transformed himself as well as spent years
    digging into ways to create permanent Transfigured animal companions..."

    "That's still impossible."

    "Is it? How would we know? I doubt he's even seen someone with Lycaon's Syndrome,
    let alone the kind of advanced magic Harry has. And you know as well as I do that he
    never even tried his magic on werewolves. I wonder if he was too cautious about what
    would happen if he failed to control them in front of us."

    It was getting boring. Harry interrupted. "Can you open the lab door now, Black? I
    need to go make Bellatrix use some magic on something so I can practice unwinding
    hers."

    "Why would you do that, Potter? You cannot think she will cast against you again
    now that she's your prisoner."

    "No, just like you. But I need to know what her magic is like so I can pull the
    strands of her Cruciatus off Mum and Dad and heal them."

    Snape choked. Harry glanced back at him, thinking Black had cast some sort of
    charm, but now, Snape was kneeling in the middle of his pallet and simply staring at
    Harry as if he had said something amazing.

    "You cannot do that," Snape whispered.

    "There are lots of things people tell me I can't do. I do them anyway."

    "I do think you'll need to practice more before you try to heal your parents,"
    Black said, looking down at Harry with a considering frown. "Just because you
    succeeded once against a Dark Mark doesn't mean you can against other kinds of
    curses. Especially one that old."

    "Her Mark and Snape's were older than the torture curses cast on my parents,"
    Harry explained patiently. "So I think I can at least try."

    "I know, but I'm saying practice. Not just charge off straight away and
    try to do something. And I think your parents were marked more deeply by the
    Cruciatus than Bellatrix or Severus was marked by the Dark Lord."

    "I never intended to charge straight away and do something," Harry said with what
    dignity he could when he thought Black was being ridiculous. "I'm only going to do
    something that makes sense, and I'm going to take my time because I have to.
    Did you really think I would do something right now? Tonight?"

    "I thought you might do something-"

    "You are not going to hurt Lily."

    Harry looked at Snape in some astonishment. He hadn't thought Snape would say
    anything; he'd looked too stunned to do it. But now he was sitting up, and his mouth
    was firm the way it got when he was lecturing Neville. Harry wanted to sigh. I
    suppose it was too much to hope that being transformed like that might make him
    different.

    "No, I'm not," Harry said. "I'm going to save her."

    Snape acted like he wanted to struggle to his feet, but he kept on wavering and
    toppling, maybe because he was more affected by the magic Harry had pulled from the
    Mark than he let on. "You can't-you won't touch her."

    Harry tilted his head. "What right do you have to say what happens to my
    mother?" For the first time, he was wondering if Snape hadn't tried to ambush him
    outside his parents' hospital room just because he knew it was the best place to get
    Harry to show up.

    "I knew her of old. I know what it would do to me if something went wrong." Snape
    put his hands on the pallet beneath him and tried to push himself up, but he fell
    back again. Harry smiled a little. He wasn't surprised about that. It was hard to
    recover from magic so intense when you were as weak as Snape. "You're going to leave
    her alone."

    Harry stood with his arms folded, a little distracted from his purpose by how
    amusing Snape was. "Was he always this arrogant?" he asked Black.

    "I think he's got worse with the years. When he was a Death Eater, he didn't
    always think he was smarter than the rest of us."

    "You can't allow him," said Snape, and turned his head to look at Black. "You're
    an adult. His guardian? You can keep him from doing this."

    Black began to laugh, and had to hold a fist against his gut as if he thought that
    his intestines would come spilling out. Harry shook his head. "What Black means to
    say," he told Snape, "is that he isn't my guardian. The Dursleys are still my
    guardians. But he knows he can't prevent me from doing anything I want to do."

    "I would try if I thought it was really important," Black said then, his voice
    still hoarse with laughter. "But I know that I would be stupid to try for something
    that isn't."

    "You don't care that he'll damage his parents?"

    "I know that he'll take precautions because he cares about his parents more than
    anyone else." Black turned and looked at Harry. "You know that just because you can
    overcome the Dark Lord's magic doesn't mean that you can overcome Bellatrix's? They
    are different people. And he's so specialized in Dark Arts that it's not surprising
    he can't stand against Transfiguration based on the Wild. But Bellatrix is good at
    other branches of magic, too."

    "Why do you think I want to practice unraveling some of her spells before I try to
    cure my parents?" Harry sighed. It seemed that no adults ever listened.
    "Where's Rabastan's wand?"

    "You would be best-advised to use Bellatrix's," said Snape. He was sitting now
    with his head hanging, not focusing on Harry. He seemed committed to ignoring him.
    "If you truly meant to carry forward with this insane plan."

    "I turned Bellatrix's wand into this cat, so I can't," said Harry, and rubbed
    Spellmaker's head as she bumped it against his fingers and purred. He turned back to
    Black. "So I can use Rabastan's?"

    "If you promise to practice for days, weeks, even months if you need to," said
    Black. "You only just discovered this—ability to manipulate the Wild. Or unravel the
    magic. Whatever it is."

    "A combination, I think," said Harry, with a shrug. It was simple to him. "And I
    will practice with it. But even if Rabastan's wand isn't a perfect match for
    Bellatrix, I can still have her use it to cast some curses."

    "On you?"

    That was Snape again. Harry had to wonder what he thought he was doing,
    interfering. "Only if I can't find a target," he said. "And I think I can conjure
    targets that look like me and convince her that she's really cursing me well
    enough."

    "There are certain things you won't do," said Black, leading Harry towards the
    door. "Unbind both of her hands. Be alone in the room with her. Go without the kinds
    of warning spells I put on the door to the room where she is now…"

    Harry listened and nodded calmly. He could appreciate a lot of what Black had done
    for him, including making him more patient. If he had discovered this way of using
    the Wild last summer, he would have just dashed ahead and done anything he could to
    save his parents as fast as he could. Now he could wait, and admit he needed to
    practice, and he was far from perfect at this yet.

    But Black still acted as though Harry was stupid. Maybe that would last
    until Harry was his own age.

    Not that I'll need him to try and protect me when my parents are back to
    normal.

    Harry shivered a little as he thought about that. What he wouldn't give for that,
    someone who was interested in him for what he was, and not because he was
    interesting, or amusing, or a prodigy at Transfiguration, or for any of the reasons
    that Black and Professor McGonagall cared about him.

    But that was all the more reason to practice and get it right. Because he didn't
    want back crippled shadows of his parents the way he would have got if he had tried
    to Transfigure their brains.

    

    Severus traced his fingers again and again over the bare skin on his arm where the
    Dark Mark had been.

    He did not know what to think, what to do. Of course he had tested the protective
    spells on the door the moment Black and Potter left, but Black had renewed them as
    always.

    Severus let his head fall into his hands. He had never planned on joining the Dark
    Lord, not really. He had only taken advantage of the man's desire to punish Neville
    Longbottom so that he could protect Lily and take Potter prisoner.

    But now he was free of him, through no desire or stratagem of his own.

    Owing his freedom to Potter's son was worse than owing his life to James
    Potter.

    Severus shuddered. The calm green eyes that had stared back at him might have an
    animal's spirit behind them, as Black had insisted, but Severus had recognized
    something else in them, something that didn't have such a benign name.

    Inhuman.

    More inhuman than the Dark Lord, Severus thought. The Dark Lord had become what he
    was through the pursuit of power, and he had not done it with full knowledge of the
    consequences. But Potter had changed himself of his own free will, and even if he was
    trying to become more human now, he had obviously decided to retain some of his
    advantages.

    The calm spirit behind those eyes was too much for a fifteen-year-old. If any
    teenager had the right to that kind of confidence, it would have been Neville
    Longbottom, who had received specialized training from the time he was a boy.

    But instead, Longbottom was a bumbling child, and Potter was…that.

    Severus shuddered profoundly and traced the side of his arm again. Potter hadn't
    planned on freeing him. Severus was an experiment to the boy, nothing more. His
    freedom was a side-effect.

    Severus's throat burned, and he swallowed several times.

    He could not tolerate such disrespect.

    He would make Potter regret ever treating him like a mere nothing.
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    Chapter Thirty-Eight-Bang

    Honestly, even though he was miles away from the school, it was Harry who saved
    Terry when Umbridge's bullies found out he'd warned Longbottom.

    Harry's letters had got more excited but also more vague. Terry scowled as he read
    the latest one, walking along one of the side corridors that would eventually get him
    to the DA's practice room, out of sight of Umbridge and her squad.

    There's something I can do that might be enough to end the war. Well, not all
    of the war. I know only Neville can do that. But there's something I can do to Death
    Eaters if I can get close enough and have enough time that means Lord Dudders can't
    control them anymore. I'd love to be at Hogwarts right now and see what Slytherins
    there have the Dark Mark, so I could take care of them.

    And I can't tell you more than that because Black is yelling at me to come
    practice dueling, and I know what would happen if this letter fell into the wrong
    hands.

    Terry scowled as he folded the letter and put it away. He told Harry
    sensitive things that could really hurt him if Umbridge got hold of them, because
    he trusted his owl and took sensible precautions like only sending the
    letters with the morning post, in the middle of so much chaos no one could see which
    birds took off from which tables. Harry ought to be able to do the same thing, since
    he wasn't in the same house with an adult who would snatch his letters-

    He was thinking about it, grumbling to himself, turning over all his precautions
    in his mind, and that was what let him catch the red light of a Stunner coming from
    the side and behind before it hit him.

    Terry dived to the floor, the way Neville had shown them how to do in training,
    and the Stunner flew right past him. Then he leaped up and started running towards
    Ravenclaw Tower, which meant another side corridor to a side corridor to a set of
    stairs. No way was he leading them to the Room.

    "Stop in the name of the Inquisitorial Squad!" yelled a voice that sounded awfully
    like Vincent Crabbe. Terry was impressed he could pronounce that many syllables.

    Terry risked one look back as he leaped over another Stunner and before he turned
    a corner. Crabbe, Goyle, Malfoy, and a heavy-set Slytherin boy Terry didn't recognize
    were all behind him. Malfoy only waited until Terry locked eyes to flash him a
    sadistic smile.

    "Capture him!" he shouted. "He's the one who tried to end Madam Umbridge's earlier
    attempt to clean up the school!"

    That told Terry several things. He didn't waste his breath or time shouting things
    back at Malfoy, though. He lowered his head, and pumped his arms, and
    ran.

    The corridors were deserted at this time of the evening, everyone else already at
    dinner or the meeting. Terry flew past shut doors, dusty alcoves, and silently
    flickering torches. He knew he wasn't going to find anyone to help him.

    On the other hand...

    Terry hesitated, and then spun into one of those alcoves and listened to the
    pounding footsteps. He had enough distance now to think about what he was going to
    do. And the chase couldn't go on forever.

    He had tactics Longbottom had taught him at the DA. He had Transfiguration spells
    Harry had filled letters with, once he began to believe that Terry wasn't going to
    turn on him for existing.

    Terry wasn't as good as Harry was at that particular art, but he'd been practicing
    in honor of his friend, and one thing stood out now. He concentrated as hard as he
    could, filling his imagination with the image he wanted the way Harry said he had to,
    and trying to feel the Wild. He couldn't, but he hoped his Transfiguration would be
    extra-strong anyway.

    "Commuto spiritus fumum!"

    In seconds, he heard hacking from down the corridor, and when he leaned out to
    peer cautiously around the wall, the Slytherins were on their knees with their mouths
    open, clutching at their throats. Here and there, a trail of thin grey puffs emerged.
    Terry grinned. He'd managed to change the air in their lungs to smoke.

    Not the air around them, which was a charm and could be dissipated immediately,
    but the air in their lungs.

    Terry thought he understood better now what Harry must feel every time he did a
    successful Transfiguration.

    One of the Slytherins glared up at him with tears standing in his eyes, and made
    Terry remember what he was running for in the first place. He turned and sped away to
    Ravenclaw Tower, his mind made up.

    None of the professors could stand against Umbridge. Dumbledore was keeping his
    head down and working on something else, something that made Longbottom come out of
    his office with trembling hands. Professor McGonagall tried, but she couldn't stop
    Umbridge from sitting in on her class or giving people detentions that left them with
    scars on their hands. Snape was gone. Hagrid was gone. Flitwick only shook his head
    gravely when someone came to talk to him and counseled them on the importance of
    discretion.

    Terry was past the point of needing counsel. He had a cousin he could stay with
    for a few days; Damian was a bit wild and would think his running away from school
    was a grand adventure. Long enough for an owl to fly to Harry and Black, and
    hopefully persuade them that Terry, who had been a good friend to Harry, really
    needed refuge.

    

    "I thought you wanted to concentrate on your research into the Dark Mark."

    Harry paused. He'd carefully reviewed the letter from Terry before he asked Black
    if he could come, but he'd thought that was because he might need to examine
    his goals and make sure he could still achieve them with Terry there. He'd never
    realized Black might object.

    "I do," Harry said finally. "But having one more person in the house shouldn't
    impede me."

    Black sipped at his coffee, scowling. He'd taken to drinking that instead of tea
    in the mornings. Harry had asked him why, and he'd muttered that he needed "something
    strong with all the wonders flying around here." Harry had given up trying to
    understand him.

    "One more person in the house might be one more person who decides this is
    illegal. One more person with prejudice against the Dark Arts." Black set his cup
    down and leaned forwards to stare so hard at Harry, Harry blinked. He hadn't seen
    Black look like that since he was first trying to convince Harry to reverse the
    Transfigurations on himself. "One more person who might decide that he has to stop
    you from experimenting on the Dark Mark for your own good."

    Harry thoughtfully chewed a strip of bacon, and offered a piece to Cross, who was
    the lucky cat who got to ride his shoulder this morning. He hadn't thought of it that
    way. And given that Terry had been concerned about him in the past, moral concern now
    wasn't beyond the scope of possibility.

    But Harry also thought that Terry understood that Harry was engaged in...call them
    Dark Arts. He'd told Harry over and over to stop being so cryptic in his letters,
    that he wouldn't judge him (or he would only judge him if he was doing something
    stupid). Terry was still angry that he'd been left out. Harry thought he would insist
    on being part of things and then not betray them.

    He'd put up with Umbridge at the school, sneaking around under her nose and doing
    daring things. And she was someone who tortured students. Harry didn't think Terry
    would object to what he was doing with Death Eaters, given that Black also
    objected to torture and held Harry within certain boundaries.

    "I think it'll be all right."

    "You also thought turning yourself into a kangaroo was all right."

    "Do kangaroos have claws the way I did?" But Harry rolled his eyes when he saw the
    stern look Black gave him. "I am going to invite him here unless you tell me that you
    won't allow me to at all."

    A few heartbeats of silence. Black studied his coffee cup as if it held the
    secrets of the universe. Since Harry was fairly certain it didn't, he remained still,
    but also ready to interfere if this went on too long.

    Finally, Black looked up with eyes haunted enough that Harry blinked. "I don't
    like this," he admitted in a low voice. "You have no idea how much I don't like
    this."

    "It's still your house. You can still toss him out if he causes trouble."

    "If he sends an owl to someone else implying that you're here, and they get ready
    to come after you..."

    "Examine his post." Harry shrugged in the face of Black's incredulous stare.
    "Terry knows what he's agreeing to by coming here. I showed you that letter.
    He expects a Veritaserum interrogation and to have his post read. That's the least of
    it. He wants to be here, and he's willing to pay the price that he thinks is
    necessary."

    "He must be devoted to you."

    Harry snorted. "You read that letter, right? He blames me for distracting him and
    making him leave the school, because he said he wouldn't have cared about Umbridge or
    Neville at all if the mystery of me didn't irritate him into talking to Neville. He's
    still angry at me. He's a Ravenclaw. Terry wants to understand. I don't
    think he'll stop being my friend once he understands all of it, but he'll have to
    come pretty close. I'm a puzzle he can work out."

    For some reason, Black just looked more brooding than before. Harry wondered if he
    would say that he didn't need Ravenclaws poking into his secrets. It was true there
    were libraries here that a real Ravenclaw, instead of a
    supposed-to-be-Slytherin like Harry, would probably want to dig into.

    But then Black looked at Harry's face again, and sighed, and shook his head. "He
    can come. But he can't Apparate by himself yet, can he? That means I'll either have
    to tell the Apparition coordinates to someone else, or go and fetch him."

    "You'll go and fetch him, won't you?"

    "I take your safety seriously."

    You take your paranoia seriously, Harry wanted to say, but he clenched
    his jaw shut and said nothing. Black was still the host, and for some reason, he had
    decided to act like Harry's guardian. And Harry knew he couldn't have kept the Death
    Eaters whose Marks he wanted to work on prisoners by himself.

    That didn't mean he had to thank Black for treating him like a child, years after
    it was too late.

    

    "You don't know where Boot went?"

    "I am sorry to say I do not, Neville." Minerva sighed a little as she watched
    Neville deflate in front of her. She must have been his last hope. "I don't think
    Dolores captured him, though," she added.

    Neville immediately straightened back up. "Really? That's what Hermione thought
    must have happened! She thought Umbridge took him and chopped him up into Potions
    ingredients like Snape was always threatening to do!"

    That girl has a vivid imagination she would do well not to share with her
    classmates, Minerva thought in exasperation. Or at least this particular
    classmate. Neville had always had a genius for jumping to the worst conclusions, and
    still believed Severus's threats years after he should have stopped.

    "I will look around and see what I can find out," Minerva reassured him. "But no,
    Dolores couldn't keep something like that to herself. You know the way she crows
    about detentions." Minerva did have to smile now as she thought about the hints she'd
    dropped, with the words "blood" and "lines" and "quill" in them, and how pale Dolores
    had turned when she heard them. She was still Head Inquisitor and passing all sorts
    of nasty Educational Decrees, but she no longer used the Blood Quills.

    Even if the only reason she stopped is the notion of pure-blood parents coming
    down on her, rather than Muggleborn ones.

    "Thanks, Professor." Neville hesitated instead of leaving, though, the way the
    tone in his voice had said he would. Minerva found herself leaning forwards.
    "Professor?"

    "Yes, Neville?"

    "I-there are some things Ron and Hermione are saying about Harry that make me
    wonder if I should share his letters with them anymore."

    Minerva didn't have to think; in fact, she didn't have to think so much that she
    saw Neville's face turn pale and his shoulders shrink the way they used to all the
    time before this year. "If you feel at all uncomfortable, don't share anything with
    them, Neville. Harry isn't in as much danger from You-Know-Who as you are, but that
    doesn't mean he can't be in danger from other people."

    "Like Malfoy. I heard him saying something about that, about revenge and how Harry
    was going to get it."

    "I think some detention would do Mr. Malfoy good," said Minerva dryly. She had to
    be careful about the students in Umbridge's Squad she gave detention to, but Malfoy
    was growing more arrogant than ever with his elevated status. He was sure to do or
    say something in the next week that would let Minerva do as she desired with no
    reproach. "Thank you for sharing with me, Neville."

    "Thanks, Professor. I would still say Ron and Hermione are my best friends, but
    Harry's my friend, too, and they don't seem to like him much."

    Minerva sighed as she watched Neville slip out the door. He was correct, although
    Minerva hadn't yet determined the source of Weasley and Granger's animus to Harry.
    Perhaps it was simply that he was wild and strange, living outside the school and the
    usual structure there, and that he'd attacked Albus.

    Speaking of which...

    Minerva took out a sheet of parchment and began composing a careful letter to
    Harry that would wait until his owl next arrived. He deserved to know about Malfoy if
    he didn't already, and he deserved to know that Albus was now telling all the
    professors who remained, including Umbridge, that Harry supposedly had Lycaon's
    Syndrome.

    

    Terry winced at his first sight of Regulus Black. He'd been prepared for some
    pompous arse like Lucius Malfoy, strutting around with his nose in the air. Harry's
    letters didn't describe him that way, but then, he barely touched on the topic of
    Black at all, and Terry did know that family by reputation.

    But Regulus Black was more dangerous than that, a silent man who studied Terry for
    a full two minutes after Terry's cousin Damian had waved good-bye and Apparated out
    of the field where they'd arranged to meet.

    "There's only reason I'm doing this," Black finally said, in a voice as heavy and
    dark as coal. "And that's because I think Harry needs a companion his own age."

    "I-I'm his friend, too."

    "I don't think you know for certain if you are or not. How much of this is because
    you want to understand what he's changed himself into and how much is because you're
    his friend and how much because you don't have anywhere else to go?"

    Terry stood up as tall as he could, which unfortunately wasn't very tell compared
    to Black, although it would have been next to Harry. "I don't have anywhere else to
    go. But part of the problem is that I started paying attention to politics in the
    first place because of Harry."

    "So you would have stood back and done nothing about this horrible Madam Umbridge
    if not for him?"

    Terry hesitated. Then he said, "I wouldn't have done the same things."

    Oddly enough, that made Black relax, as if he approved of the answer. "All right.
    Then you're not going to object when Harry uses his Transfiguration to change some of
    the magic that the Dark Lord is capable of casting?"

    "Why would you think...is it on people?" That was the only thing Terry could think
    of that he would possibly object to. Of course You-Know-Who was his enemy, if only
    because he'd associated with Longbottom now and Terry didn't think You-Know-Who was
    good at making subtle distinctions.

    "Yes. Some of the Death Eaters and their Dark Marks. That's what Harry's been
    practicing his Transfiguration on."

    Terry swallowed. Then he said, "But you keep him from going too far."

    "Why do you think that?"

    "He mentioned in his letters that you wouldn't let him do some of the things he
    thinks are good ideas."

    Black made a faint wheezing sound to himself, then nodded. "Yes. I do that. If
    only because some of those Death Eaters are my relatives and former...colleagues."
    With a flourish, he pulled back his sleeve and showed the Mark on his skin. Terry
    recoiled at the sight of it. Hearing about it all his life and seeing it at the
    Quidditch World Cup was one thing, but right in front of him like that, it was
    sickening.

    "But I keep Harry from going too far," Black went on, letting his sleeve fall into
    place as though nothing strange had happened. "Of course you'll be undergoing a Vow
    of Silence and an interrogation with Veritaserum. But I wanted to know what you would
    say of your own free will. If you'll be tiresome, I can Obliviate you and
    tell your cousin to come pick you up."

    "I can-I want to know what Harry is doing," Terry said in a rush. "But I also want
    to find some way to fight this war. We were training in Defense back at
    Hogwarts. Not offense. And I know I'll probably never have to be a target the way
    Longbottom and Harry are, and I know You-Know-Who doesn't give a damn about me, but
    the people who say that means you can just sit back and ignore the fighting are
    wrong. You have to do something. At least if you want to live with it and
    say that you did something good. Or great."

    He hesitated again, then finished, "And it sounds like Harry has a way to fight
    it."

    Black studied him for long enough that Terry thought, I've messed it up
    somehow. And then he nodded slowly. "As long as you don't think that you've come
    just because Harry needs you," he said. "Harry wouldn't admit to it if he did."

    "But you said—"

    "I think he needs someone his own age. I wasn't thinking specifically of you. I
    thought he seemed closer to Longbottom."

    That made Terry glare, and forget for a moment that Black was both older than him
    and a former Death Eater. "I can help him research his Transfiguration and his way to
    fight, whatever it is. He told me that you don't have the patience to do that. Or you
    just care more about him turning himself back to human."

    Black grinned at him, and Terry flushed. He would never have spoken that way to
    his own parents, or their friends, or, to be honest, most people Black's age. But
    Black seemed to like it. "I don't have the patience, no. I think you'll fit in just
    fine at Grimmauld Place, once you've been given that Vow and that potion." He held
    out his arm.

    Terry still eyed him for a second before he came over to be Side-Along Apparated.
    Black gave him a wider version of that grin, which honestly didn't reassure Terry at
    all.

    In the end, it didn't matter. What did was that Black had hold of him,
    and the next moment, they whirled away from the field and appeared in front of the
    ugliest houses Terry had ever seen. Stranger still, it appeared to be in Muggle
    London, one place he would have thought the House of Black would avoid at all
    costs.

    "Welcome to Number Twelve Grimmauld Place."

    

    Harry looked up as the library door opened. He'd been a little nervous when Black
    had said that he was going to fetch Terry. But then he had, and he'd insisted on
    questioning Terry and explaining the "rules" to him by himself. Harry thought he'd
    already won more concessions than he'd expected by asking Black to go get Terry, so
    he didn't push it.

    Now Terry came in, and he wasn't limping or bleeding. Harry allowed himself a
    smile of cautious relief, and Terry returned it. Then he came over and leaned so that
    he could see the book Harry held, which happened to be on ways to let someone cast
    spells with a magical focus other than a wand.

    "Why do you need that? You told me you still had your wand!"

    Harry had to smile a little. Terry sounded so indignant, and Harry knew it was
    because he thought he was being kept out of the loop again, not because he thought
    Harry shouldn't be casting with something other than his wand.

    "It's for Bellatrix Lestrange," he explained, and reached under the table, where
    Spellmaker was sleeping, to haul her up. She yowled at him in protest, but didn't
    actually move, instead trying to snuggle down in his lap to resume her slumber. "I
    turned her wand into this cat during a battle. We need a way to have her cast spells
    so I can figure out her magic, and unwind it from my parents. We can't give her a
    wand without having her win it, which we aren't allowing her to do, because
    ours aren't compatible. And Spellmaker won't go near her."

    "And you won't turn the cat back."

    Harry turned and stared.

    "Yes, that was a stupid question," said Terry, with a roll of his eyes, and then
    settled down in front of the table with a resigned expression. "Well, are you going
    to show me that book or not? I might be able to suggest other places we can look, but
    not until I know what you already have."

    Harry swallowed, and hesitated. Terry didn't have to be involved in this. He had
    apparently got in trouble because he'd helped Neville and the DA too openly. So what
    would happen if he did this?

    "I'm a Ravenclaw. I like books. And I wanted to know what's going on, and I
    still do. And I've passed Black's rigorous tests to be part of your life."
    Terry held out his hand for one of the other books lying beside Harry.

    Harry gave in to the odd kind of friendship he seemed to attract, and handed
    another book over.
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    Chapter Thirty-Nine—Speed Her Paws

    "We are not going to give her Boot's wand."

    "Not even try to see if it's compatible?" Harry knew the narrow-eyed glance he was
    bending on Black hadn't worked yet, but he might as well try.

    "No." Black flattened his hands on the table and glared at Harry. "I am
    not willing to trust Bella with a wand, even under the Imperius Curse."

    "But you said the only reason you didn't trust her with our wands is that they
    weren't compatible—"

    "I did lie about that." Black suddenly dropped his voice in that way he had when
    he was trying to make some point he thought was important. "I care more about your
    safety than I do about you healing your parents, Harry. I won't apologize for
    that."

    Harry closed his eyes and drew in a slow breath. Black would only continue to
    smugly believe in his childishness if Harry threw a fit. He reached down and stroked
    Cross, who was asleep on his lap. Cross made a muzzy, confused sound, but didn't wake
    up, probably because Harry wasn't projecting distress that would tell him he was
    needed in battle. He did curl around his tail the next moment.

    "Then let me ask Professor McGonagall," Harry said, when he was sure he could open
    his eyes and not shout.

    "Minerva won't agree to let my lovely cousin near a wand any more than I would. Or
    lend us hers to see if it's compatible."

    "I mean that she knows more than I do about the theory of Transfiguring objects,"
    said Harry, and he really did think he was much more polite than the situation
    warranted. Maybe that was one reason Black was narrowing his eyes. "She might know
    something we could make into a wand. And then you could put those enchantments on it
    that you were talking about, which would keep it from harming us."

    "What kinds of enchantments are those?" Terry asked from his seat near the head of
    the table, between Harry and Black. "I've never heard of them."

    "I lied about there being such spells, too," said Black between his teeth. "I
    didn't want you to become discouraged, but I never intended to let you give
    Bellatrix a wand, Harry, even if one of ours would have served her. It's far too
    dangerous."

    Harry studied Black for a second. His mind worked on the problem, while one hand
    petted Cross and the other used a fork to scoop up yet another helping of raspberries
    from the top of his porridge. Harry almost always ate more fruit than porridge, but
    that didn't keep Black's house-elf from trying.

    Black knew Harry hated being lied to. And he knew that Harry would probably leave
    behind any ally he found untrustworthy. He wouldn't have lied about something like
    this, when he could have just said he would refuse to let Bellatrix test his wand and
    then taken Harry's wand away from him if he thought he was being too difficult.

    Therefore…

    "I think those enchantments do exist," said Harry thoughtfully. "They probably
    exist and you think they would be too dangerous. So you're lying now instead of lying
    before. And you might even think Terry's wand is compatible—"

    "I still wouldn't let her use it!"

    "I know, Terry, but we're talking about what Black says, not what you say." Harry
    continued to study Black, who was looking back fairly evenly, but a muscle had begun
    to twitch in his jaw. Harry nodded, satisfied he was right. "But you wouldn't let it
    happen. So. It would be simpler if you just told me the truth."

    Black leaned back on his chair as though he was going to slide right out of it. It
    was something he did when he was relaxed, but given his locked teeth and tic now,
    Harry didn't think he would. He swallowed some raspberries and petted Cross some
    more, waiting. The cat rolled over in his sleep and purred.

    "You're too damn smart for your own good," Black whispered finally. "Fine, Harry.
    What I said a moment ago is the truth. I care more about your safety than I do about
    your parents returning to—sanity."

    "But I want them back. And you seem to care a lot about what I want. So you should
    help me."

    Terry made an incredulous noise and then buried his face in his own porridge when
    Black glanced at him, as if he thought he might have "said" too much. Harry only
    waited, staring at Black evenly, and nodded a little at Terry. He was right. It was
    ridiculous for Black to act as though healing his parents was a small goal, or one
    Harry would give up. Black was smart, too, sometimes. He should know better
    than that.

    Black finally sat up and looked at Harry with a long, serious glance. Then he
    said, "I think we should have had this discussion a long time ago, Harry. But I don't
    know if you want to have it now, in front of one of your friends."

    Terry bristled like any real Ravenclaw would on being ejected from the library.
    Harry just looked at Black and said, "I chose to tell him, and he still chose to be
    here. He can listen to whatever you have to say."

    Black nodded. "Fine. Then I'll tell you I think you have a good chance of healing
    your parents, and I'll support you in everything you want to do about that—as long as
    it's not dangerous. Going on Transfiguring yourself would have been dangerous.
    Torturing people and experimenting on their brains would have been dangerous."

    "You also said it was a moral level I shouldn't stoop to."

    "Yes, but the danger matters more. There's always the chance that someone's magic
    would act up when they know they're on the verge of being tortured to death
    or driven mad. I didn't want you exposed to it."

    "I'm not your godson," Harry told him quietly. "My family wasn't even on
    your side of the war. I know you knew them, but not well. You probably knew Snape
    better. And yet you're letting me keep him locked up in the cellars—"

    "What?"

    "I thought I mentioned that in my letters," Harry told Terry a bit irritably, and
    then focused on Black again. "So. Is this really all just loyalty to your brother,
    who I never even knew, or something else?"

    Black spent a moment rubbing his mouth with the back of his hand, like he had food
    on his lips he just couldn't get off. Cross woke up and stood on his hind legs in
    Harry's lap to play with the milk in the porridge. Harry let him.

    "A blend," Black said at last. "Because you relieved the boredom I told you about.
    And because you were Sirius's godson. And because you somehow managed to make an ally
    of Augusta Longbottom." He shook his head, eyes locked on Harry. "I barely
    know anyone who manages to work with her, even though she's the legal guardian of the
    Boy-Who-Lived and all sorts of people have to go through her if they want to talk to
    him. I wanted to get to know this strange Slytherin who made allies of people like
    her. And now that you've been here for a while, it's caring about you."

    "Then let me heal my parents. Let me do whatever it takes—"

    "I care about you. Not them."

    "But I need them," said Harry, and he hesitated before explaining this, because
    while he was sure Black knew it, he'd never put it into words before. "They're the
    only ones I can be sure would just care about me because I was family, not for some
    other reason. Like being bored. So you have to let me have them back."

    "That's what it was in the beginning. Not now."

    "Let me heal them," Harry repeated.

    "Not at the cost of your life."

    Harry laughed, and only regretted it a little when he saw the way Black's mouth
    tightened. He ought to have expected this, he really should. "Who says it would cost
    my life? I've managed to keep Bellatrix completely under control so far
    while hardly using my own wand. I can always use the Wild against her, if she turns
    her makeshift wand on me."

    Black clenched his hand under his chin. "And have you considered who you would
    have her cast the torture curses on? What human subject would you sacrifice so you
    can study how to unwind the Cruciatus Curse?"

    "I never intended to have her cast that," Harry said in surprise. Where had Black
    got that idea? "Only Dark spells that are powerful, so I can see how to
    unwind them. I never meant to-"

    "How can you know it's safe unless you unwind an Unforgivable?"

    That was Terry. Harry smiled at him a little. He sounded more fascinated with the
    theoretical issues than concerned, which made it easier for Harry to reply to him
    than Black. "Nothing about this is safe. It's all experimental. I'm trying to make
    sure it's safe before I actually try removing her magic from my parents."

    "Safe for them," Black repeated blankly.

    "I never intended to kill her or harm her permanently. So yes, safe for Bellatrix,
    too, as much as we can make that happen."

    "And for you?"

    Harry sighed. "You've held me back from some risks. You've convinced me others
    aren't worth it. Please, though, stop trying to make me stop doing it. It's
    never going to be completely safe for me."

    "And that's probably part of the attraction, you adrenaline maniac," Terry
    muttered.

    Harry shrugged. He didn't think he liked living dangerously. He'd made his animals
    so they could help him during the summer and reduce the danger of the Dursleys, and
    then he'd practiced constantly so he could reduce the danger to his parents. But
    other people never saw things the way he did.

    "If I can't make you reconsider this," said Black at last.

    "You can't."

    Black nodded. "Then we'll ask Professor McGonagall about Transfiguring an object
    into a wand. You will wait until she agrees."

    "I can do that," said Harry. "There's a lot of theory we can work on until
    Professor McGonagall decides what she wants to do."

    Black hesitated for a long moment. Harry simply waited. There was a certain degree
    of understanding between them, but he honestly didn't know what Black would say, as
    the moments passed and he still waited.

    "Can I help you with the theory? Or did you and Terry want to handle it all
    yourselves?"

    Harry found himself instinctively looking at Terry. He didn't think the addition
    of Black would make that much difference, but Terry didn't have a reason to like or
    trust him yet.

    Terry's mouth was a little wry, but he shrugged. "He probably knows where most of
    the books in the libraries are, yeah?"

    Harry hadn't thought of it that way. He nodded and said, "All right. We're looking
    for references to the Wild, for objects that can replace wands, and for any mention
    of unraveling magic from a calming Mark on another wizard."

    Black beamed like the sunrise. Harry shook his head. He knew there were people who
    liked being helpful; Hermione Granger was one of them, although Harry held a quiet,
    private opinion that she hadn't always helped Neville. But Black had never seemed as
    if he was.

    Does it matter, as long as he's not trying to stop you from accomplishing your
    goal?

    And as all three of them went upstairs to research the strange, intertwined issues
    that would lead to the healing of Harry's parents, Harry reckoned it didn't.

    

    Minerva slowly read through the letter Harry had sent her again, making sure she
    understood what was being asked of her.

    Dear Professor McGonagall,

    I hope you're still doing all right. I've found ways to use my Wild to
    interfere with the Dark Mark. I actually took the one on Snape's arm all the way off.
    I modified the one on Bellatrix's arm a little bit. But unwinding Lord Dudders's
    magic makes me think I could do the same thing to the magic of the Cruciatus Curse on
    my parents.

    The problem is, we need a wand that can substitute for Bellatrix's, since I
    turned hers into a cat and neither of ours is compatible with her. And we need one
    that can be protected, so she won't just turn around and torture us the
    minute we release her. I might be able to prevent her from doing that with her Dark
    Mark now, but I haven't tested it enough yet to satisfy Black.

    So. What material would make a substitute wand, or other magical focus, the
    best? What kinds of laws pertain to Transfiguring wands? I've looked up ways to
    Transfigure other magical objects, but they all seem to have their own set of rules,
    and different ones at that. Black would rather you created this object. I can see
    why.

    But I'd still like to know the theory behind it. Can you write me back and
    outline it, and also set up a time to visit us so you can Transfigure this
    object?

    Harry's name was written in smaller letters than usual, as if he'd struggled to
    get all his words on one sheet of parchment, but there was no doubt it was still him,
    not Black or someone else writing on his behalf. Minerva put the letter down with a
    soft sigh.

    The plan was not impossible, she had to admit after thinking about it for a few
    minutes. She had never Transfigured a wand and would want to make sure that she
    studied the theory before she tried, but she could do it.

    She was less sure that she should.

    She had never heard of working with the Wild the way Harry was, or unraveling
    spells from someone so long after the casting of the spell in the first place. Harry
    seemed to believe that would cure James and Lily, as if they were wearing coats made
    of Cruciatus aftereffects that would come loose if he pulled on them hard enough.

    Minerva believed it was far more likely the spell had caused its damage and gone.
    What was left was the madness and the effects of strained nerves, not the actual
    magic.

    Then again, she had never known anyone capable of doing the things with the Wild
    that Harry had mentioned doing.

    In the end, Minerva sat down and wrote her affirmative reply.

    

    He had known, at least for a while, that he had lost Minerva's loyalty. But he had
    never had such conclusive proof.

    Albus stared wearily at the letter he'd intercepted. Minerva had had her own owl
    at one point, but when he'd died, she hadn't replaced him. She more often used Floo
    than owl post, anyway. But now she had chosen a school bird who was friends with
    Fawkes and thus with Albus, and regularly brought him letters from professors and
    seventh-years who might be preparing to join the Death Eaters. Most of the time,
    Albus read the letter and sent it on its way, untouched, while he set plans in motion
    to foil the scheme if he had to.

    This time, he could not allow that to happen. Not with Dolores still in the school
    and Albus planning to confront her. Not at a time when he needed all his professors
    behind him, not plotting against him.

    And not when Minerva's letter strongly implied that she knew what had happened to
    Severus.

    Albus read the letter again, shaking his head. Harry Potter was with Regulus
    Black? Albus had to admit he would never have thought to look for him there. The
    connection between Sirius and his brother had been so tenuous at the end of the war
    that Albus was honestly surprised Regulus had paid for a headstone.

    There were too many concerns swirling around his head to allow this to be a
    factor. Too many. When he had begun to research Horcruxes, and Neville could not
    defend his mind from Tom, and Death Eater attacks had surged for a short time and
    then scaled back, and Slytherins came to school with the Mark, and the Order had
    battle plans in progress. Albus was only confronting Dolores now because she was
    investigating the school closely with the help of her Inquisitorial Squad, and stood
    a chance of uncovering the Order's secrets that way.

    I have to concentrate on the war. Not the affairs of one woman, one
    child.

    But Albus had built his way to a position of strength by meeting with one ally at
    a time, convincing them to donate money or time or their fighting wands. He only
    needed to explain matters fully to Minerva, and he would have her back again. And he
    could ensure that Harry Potter was a tied-up loose end, instead of the last, leftover
    one that had begun so frequently to bother him.

    

    "We need to speak, Minerva."

    She barely paused before she moved to the front of the office and nodded. "Of
    course, Albus. Come in."

    She could say nothing else right now. She had to take the risk that he knew and
    she could still come up with some way to get around him. She did keep her back turned
    to him as she tidied up her desk and Summoned the pair of teacups she kept in the
    corner of the room, though.

    Minerva needed some time to calm her expression. It would do nothing for her
    heart, which was pounding harder than when she'd last spoken to Umbridge.

    By the time she settled behind her desk, Albus had taken the chair that Neville
    used when he visited, and was regarding her gravely. He'd actually come in fast
    enough that he'd left the door a little ajar. Minerva inclined her head and checked
    the clock for a moment. "Mr. Malfoy is arriving for his detention in fifteen
    minutes," she said.

    "I'm sure that he won't mind waiting." Albus had his hands folded on his knee, but
    they clenched as Minerva watched. "I read your letter to Harry Potter, Minerva."

    At least this letter wasn't as damning as the last one, when I was talking
    about the Lycaon's Syndrome. Minerva strove for an expression of mild
    indignation, although she didn't know if she would get there. "And can't a
    Transfiguration teacher write to her most promising pupil? I do think that he could
    be brilliant if he had more grasp of theory. Did you know—"

    "Enough. I would have asked how you lied to me, but I can guess. By
    speaking edited versions of the truth and letting me make assumptions."

    Minerva only waited. She saw no need to nod or speak the words and concede more
    ground to Albus that way. If he wanted to hear what she was going to say, he would
    speak a question, not a demand.

    Albus continued not doing that. "You know he's dangerous. You know he's holding
    Severus captive, or perhaps he's torturing him to death. A mad animal could strike
    back in many ways, and still think it was doing right."

    Minerva touched her wand lightly. She knew what spells she would cast if she had
    to make a fast escape. She didn't want to. She wanted to stay here and do research to
    help Harry and resist Umbridge in the limited ways she could and help Neville prepare
    to face You-Know-Who.

    But she'd already had to do many things she didn't want to, in part to make up for
    Albus's mistakes. If she had to do more, then she would.

    "And now it turns out he's with Regulus Black, of all people, someone
    even more dangerous." Albus shook his head in what looked like wonder. "He was a
    Death Eater, and he has no connection to Potter I know of." He paused. Minerva
    waited. Finally a bit of Albus's patience broke. "How could you?"

    Ah, a question she could answer. "Because someone had to help Mr. Potter overcome
    some of the legacy left to him by his Muggle relatives, Albus. I didn't do as much as
    I could have in the past, and now I can do more. Some of this is simply making up for
    my mistakes in the past. Some is making up for yours."

    Albus recoiled. "You know—there were no other relatives to take him. And they let
    him come to Hogwarts, they cared for him and fed him—"

    "Not very much. Not based on what I've seen from Harry's memories and heard from
    his words." Minerva sighed a little when she noticed the way Albus was shaking his
    head. She had admired the way he ran the school, once. But he no longer dealt well
    with opposition. "Yes, Albus, it's true. We've discussed it before."

    "You said you couldn't help him."

    "I changed my mind," Minerva said simply. "And now I'm going to help him. Consider
    this a formal request to let me stay here while I come up with ways to do that. If
    nothing else, I'd like to have access to the Hogwarts library."

    "You cannot, Minerva. I need you to concentrate on the Order of the Phoenix and
    the ways that we can fight this war. That's the only reason I care at all about young
    Mr. Potter," Albus added, with a faint smile that he seemed to think would win him
    points. "I wouldn't mind you helping him if he wasn't a distraction. But he's keeping
    you from battle."

    "What?" Minerva nearly dropped her wand that she was holding beneath the level of
    the desktop, but in the end, paranoia kept it there. "What do you mean? The Order
    hasn't had any battles yet!"

    "But I'm preparing a confrontation with Umbridge for tomorrow," said Albus. "I've
    left her alone to ruin things in my school for too long. I need the staff united
    behind me. If you're gone…only consider what it would look like! As if Hogwarts
    couldn't keep its professors. First we lost Severus, and now this. Don't go join
    Harry and Black, Minerva. I need you more."

    "I consider it more of a matter for concern that the school is bleeding students,"
    said Minerva, and she knew her voice shook slightly. "Harry. Terry Boot, in
    Ravenclaw. And how many students in Hufflepuff and Gryffindor had their parents
    remove them in the last week, Albus? They don't think the school is safe anymore, and
    I can't disagree with them."

    "I'm going to make it safe."

    "You shouldn't have neglected it for this long."

    "I know that. But to change it, I need help. Will you place Harry above the help
    that you could give other students in the school? Favor one boy that
    way?"

    Once, that plea would have worked. Minerva prided herself on her fairness and her
    ability to treat students from different Houses the same as her Gryffindors. But now
    she had to shake her head. "You've been having me train Neville for years, Albus.
    That's special attention to one student. It's a little late now to say we
    shouldn't pay attention to just one."

    "But that's Neville! The only hope against Voldemort! Someone with Lycaon's
    Syndrome could turn into another Voldemort, if given enough time—"

    Minerva ignored her own flinching at the sound of You-Know-Who's name and stood
    up. "I'm not even convinced that Harry has that disease, Albus. From what I know,
    it's not reversible. Harry's been making strides that convince me he's listening and
    he's not Transfiguring himself in the same ways anymore—"

    "Regardless, Minerva, I need to know if you stand with me or against me." Albus
    rose, his face as white as his beard.

    "Neither," Minerva said, and took advantage of his momentary confusion to cast a
    wordless Summoning Charm that brought the most precious of her belongings flying from
    her quarters, behind her office. "I stand apart."

    Albus stared at her, and stared again as the books and the clothes and the small
    keepsakes she had from her parents settled on the desk. Then his eyes flared and he
    drew his wand.

    But Minerva had had hers drawn throughout the conversation, and she cast
    first.

    The chair behind Albus shot out sharp, curving wooden talons, and curled them
    around Albus's ankles. He stumbled hard, first to the side, then back into the chair.
    And of course he lowered his wand and he knew the charm that would release the
    Transfiguration and free himself, but Minerva was already casting others.

    One that shrank her precious objects and packed them into a trunk. One that shrank
    the trunk. One that Transfigured the trunk into a collar, and she slipped the collar
    over her head as Albus was standing to face her.

    Albus's Stunning spell came at her at head height—human head height. But
    Minerva had already flowed into cat shape, and she sprang under the spell, ran
    beneath the chair, and ducked around the door. She caught a single glimpse of Draco
    Malfoy's stunned face as he leaned against the wall next to the door. He had arrived
    for his detention.

    She wouldn't be there to give it to him, now.

    Another Stunner struck the wall behind her. Minerva jumped over it and then
    reached the top of the staircase nearest her office. She leaped easily from the top
    step, soaring as if she'd done this all her life, and for a moment, her mind filled
    with the way that Harry would probably have jumped with the aid of his Transfigured
    legs.

    Then she reached the tapestry she'd been aiming for, and jumped again, even as a
    corner of the cloth tore loose from the wall. She didn't need anything to stay still
    for long, only for long enough. Tapestry to unlit torch sconce to window-ledge to
    upraised gauntlet on a suit of armor, she covered the whole of three corridors
    without once touching the flagstones.

    And Albus couldn't come as fast down the steps as she could, confined to human
    shape and wearing robes as well as a greater age.

    Minerva swung onto another windowsill and winced as the collar banged against her
    chest. She wished she could have taken the time to shrink it, but there was no time.
    This window was open, and beneath her, winds swirled and spun, and the edge of a
    turret leaned out, and Minerva soared down before she could change her mind.

    She caught herself more than once. Here, on the wing of a gargoyle. There, on the
    slanting, sliding edge of a tile roof that made her claws scrabble and dig for a
    greater hold and nearly lose out to the wind for a moment. This third time, on the
    edge of an old bird's nest that she tipped and dislodged, and it plunged past her
    less than a minute later as she steadied herself on a much lower window.

    The final leap, with Albus shouting so far behind her that it was a less
    interesting sound to her than the squeak of a mouse, carried her down from a
    first-floor window to the ground. Minerva fell with the silence of the wind in her
    ears, her spine flexing, spinning her to orient her paws—

    And she landed on her feet, and ran as hard as she could for the shadows of the
    towers, and then the gates, and then the Forbidden Forest. Let Albus search for a cat
    there. Let him stop her before she made it to the point where she could Apparate.

    She regretted leaving only Neville behind, and the rest of her Gryffindors. But
    she would not stay to be a tool in Albus's war, and she would not stay if he was
    going to bind her and Stun her and make her more a tool in the war than a Head of
    House and professor. She would find another way to help them, as she had to help
    Harry.

    The leaves were soft beneath her paws. The air was thick with the scent of prey.
    Minerva was the smallest hunter in the Forest right now, and she knew it, which made
    her pad quickly and take to the trees when she could, when a branch was low enough to
    offer a safe route upwards.

    But if the smallest, not the least deadly.

    

    Draco said nothing when the cat ran past him and the Headmaster came storming out
    after her. He didn't want to draw attention to himself, and what he had
    overheard.

    What I can do with that knowledge. Potter is with Black.

    Draco smiled deeply, and went to owl his father.
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    Chapter Forty—The Reception of Allies

    "Professor McGonagall? What are you doing here?"

    Harry hastily put down his book and darted out of the library. Terry had gone
    downstairs for lunch, which meant Professor McGonagall must be in the kitchen. Harry
    was still a little annoyed that he wasn't the first one who had got to greet her.

    Professor McGonagall was sitting at the table, sipping a cup of something that
    smelled stronger than tea. (Black thought Harry had Transfigured his nose, but Harry
    had just always had a strong sense of smell). She looked up when Harry came in, and
    nodded at him. "Hello, Harry," she said, the burr in her voice stronger than usual.
    "I hope you don't mind me coming to you with nothing but my wand and the clothes on
    my back."

    "Of course not," Harry said. "You brought yourself and your magic, and what could
    be more important than that?"

    Professor McGonagall smiled a little. "Thank you." She set her cup down on the
    table and studied him for a bit. "You look as though you've been healthy."

    "I have. Did Dumbledore chase you out?"

    Professor McGonagall blinked, then chuckled. "Yes, you have it. Oh, he didn't mean
    to. But he intercepted the letter I sent you, and figured out that you and Black are
    hiding together." She nodded to the wall behind her, where Black leaned. Harry hadn't
    consciously noted him before. "He demanded that I prove my ultimate loyalty was to
    him."

    "I don't really understand why," Harry said, after a moment's thought. "I mean, it
    should be to Neville, right? And I'm not threatening Dumbledore. I'm just researching
    various ways to heal my parents." He didn't miss the glance Professor McGonagall shot
    Terry, and shook his head. "He knows, Professor."

    "Ah." She sighed and stirred a finger through the liquid in her cup. Black made a
    grumbling noise. She ignored him, which Harry approved of. "I think part of it is
    that he does not understand you, Harry, and anything that Albus does not understand,
    he wishes to control and study until he does. And you are something outside
    his control. He thinks you have Lycaon's Syndrome—"

    "Patently ridiculous," Black interrupted flatly. "Lycaon's Syndrome cannot be
    reversed, and we've seen the way that Harry has returned to sanity."

    "What is it?" Terry demanded.

    "A disease that makes someone become more and more like an animal, until the
    process is carried to its logical endpoint, and they cannot recover," Professor
    McGonagall answered. "It uses the Wild, which is probably one reason that Albus
    thinks Harry has it. He creates permanent Transfigurations, and so does Lycaon's
    Syndrome."

    "He doesn't," said Black again. Harry thought he was being very insistent
    about this. "For one thing, I never heard of any child with it who could transform
    other things. Only themselves."

    "I know. But I'm telling you Albus's reasoning for it. And part of it is that he
    knows you've taken Severus, and that must make you the enemy." Professor McGonagall
    hesitated and looked at Harry. "Do you think you could make peace with him if you
    told him the real reason Severus had been trying to ambush you?"

    Harry twisted up his mouth. "I could try. But what do you think would happen?"

    "He might not believe you," Professor McGonagall admitted after a moment's
    thought. "And he would certainly want Severus back."

    Harry nodded. "I don't intend to release him yet. He hates me and my parents so
    much that he would do something. Dumbledore couldn't hold him back. And as long as I
    keep him here, then I can make sure of what happens to someone when their Dark Mark
    is gone."

    Professor McGonagall nodded. She was still frowning, and staring a little at her
    cup, so Harry knew something was still on her mind. He sat down in front of her, so
    she had to look at him and couldn't glance away. "What is it?" he asked.

    "I find myself wondering if we should try to get Neville on our side," she said
    quietly.

    "I thought he already was. I mean, he isn't going to go to Dumbledore and tell him
    where I am or anything like that."

    Professor McGonagall uttered a tiny sigh. "No, but now he is without you and
    without me in that school, with Dolores Umbridge still focused on making him suffer
    for saying You-Know-Who is coming back—"

    "He has Weasley and Granger," Terry interrupted. "They stick to him like some
    Muggle disease."

    Professor McGonagall frowned at Terry, but didn't seem really distracted from what
    she was saying to Harry. "He has no adult who cares enough to protect him. Albus has
    trained him, yes, but he's intent on forcing him into battle before he's
    ready. And Augusta Longbottom has…different ideals."

    "Which is a short way of saying that she wants Longbottom to survive but also
    thinks that dishonor is worse than death," said Black, his arms folded. "Why she
    would think that when she's had to suffer the loss of her own son, I don't know, but
    that's people who consider themselves on the righteous side for you."

    "But if Neville came here, then his grandmother and Dumbledore would just come and
    get him back."

    Professor McGonagall settled back and considered Harry with slightly narrowed
    eyes. "I'd have thought you would be more sympathetic."

    "I am, but I want a plan that's going to work," Harry said. "It's not going to
    work to have him here. It might not even work for us to stay here much
    longer, if Dumbledore knows about me being with Black now."

    "Let him come and try himself against the defensive magic my ancestors wove into
    place on their houses," said Black, and he was grinning like a skull. "Oh,
    please. I'd pay good money to see that."

    "Right, but he could get public opinion on his side, and then it would be more
    than just Dumbledore trying to break your defenses down."

    "Noted, Boot." Black's voice had cooled off a little. He still didn't seem to like
    Terry, Harry thought with a private roll of his eyes, even though he ought to be able
    to see that Terry wasn't doing any harm by being here. "What I meant is that
    Dumbledore won't go too far even if he tries to go too far."

    "But we might be accused of kidnapping the Boy-Who-Lived." Professor McGonagall
    sighed and worked her fingers through her hair. "I don't know. I want to make sure
    that Neville and my other students are safe, but it's hard to do from here."

    Harry watched her in silence for a moment. He agreed, but he wasn't sure what else
    she wanted him to say.

    Professor McGonagall smiled at him and sat up. "I want to know more about these
    experiments you've been performing with the Dark Mark. Is it true that you removed
    one from Professor Snape completely? And you've modified Lestrange's?"

    Harry nodded. He was always glad to discuss the research that might bring his
    parents back to him. "Yes, but now we're stuck on what we can give Lestrange as a
    focus to enable her to cast spells I can unwind."

    "I still think it's wrong to try that. You're too fixated on that idea." Black
    flopped gracelessly into a chair and rolled his eyes at Harry. "Why don't you use the
    modifications to her Mark to take control of her, and make her do what you want?"

    Professor McGonagall looked a little shocked, but Harry only shrugged. "Because
    she would still need a wand to cast the spells."

    "Not if you commanded her to draw on her deep magic."

    "Deep magic?"

    Black paused. "Maybe it doesn't have that name outside the books in the Black
    family library. I know it has various names. Accidental magic is a part of it. The
    power that can spare a wizarding child from getting in trouble or falling to their
    death, sometimes."

    Harry nodded. "And get them punished," he murmured, his mind dancing back over
    life with the Dursleys. "Well. I could try. But I haven't done it before, so I would
    still need—"

    "People standing by to make sure she doesn't get out of hand. Of course. I'm
    willing to do that."

    Harry eyed Black. "Why is this so much better than giving her a wand?"

    "Because it's simpler than trying to Transfigure an object, and it's shorter, and
    this way, if the idea doesn't work, then you'll move on to something else."

    "I'm never going to give up on ways to heal my parents. Know that, Black."

    "But this way might not work. So we need to find out whether it does or not,
    instead of wasting all our time on it if it doesn't."

    Harry eyed him one more time, then stood up. Well, he had always known that Black
    was strange. "I'm going to read up on a few spells I might want to try and get her to
    perform. We should be ready to try tomorrow."

    "At the latest. Of course." Black gave Harry a mocking bow from where he was
    seated. "Whenever you're ready, Your Majesty."

    Harry shook his head as he left the kitchen, Terry silently following him. He had
    never asked for Black to treat him like he was a prince. The opposite, if anything.
    Black had only himself to blame if he was impatient now.

    Why doesn't he give up on me, since he's such a large proponent of
    giving up?

    

    Minerva waited until she was sure that Harry and Boot were well out of the kitchen
    before she spoke. At least she didn't think Harry had any animals that could listen
    to a conversation and then report it back to him in English. "You stand a chance of
    losing him if you keep on like this, you know."

    Regulus sighed and dropped his head into his hands. "I know." His hair was shaggy,
    Minerva noted, hanging over his face as he shook his head. "But I don't know what
    else to do. He won't give up on this insane idea to heal his parents, and he won't
    just understand that I want to protect him."

    "Perhaps you should try explaining your reasons to him, and not heading the list
    with boredom."

    "I have. But he seems to think anything less than deeply selfish reasons to
    protect him is a lie, and I don't want to lie to him."

    Minerva nodded slowly. "Then perhaps we should simply let things play out. As long
    as he doesn't destroy himself with Transfiguration or trying to heal his parents, he
    may surprise us. I think that he's probably stronger than we think."

    Regulus sat without replying for a while. Then he looked up and asked, "Do you
    think Albus will try to get you back?"

    Minerva's long flight was over now, which meant her muscles remembered the leap
    from the Tower and the jumping through the Forbidden Forest and reminded her of her
    true age even though she was back in her human form. She massaged her face and leaned
    an elbow on the table, wishing her mind didn't feel so dull. "In the sense that he
    would want to secure my loyalty, yes. But I could never become his ally on equal
    terms again. He wouldn't be satisfied with my wanting to work with him. He would want
    repentance and apologies."

    "But he has no right to demand them."

    "He's too powerful a wizard. None so powerful in a long, long time—"

    "Unless you count the Dark Lord."

    Minerva peered at him around her hand. "I don't, particularly. Albus is the only
    one You-Know-Who ever feared."

    Regulus laughed, a sound that seemed to curl up Minerva's arm and into her ear
    like an earwig. "I think that he'll have someone else to fear in the future, if
    things continue as they are," he said, and gave a pointed glance at the doorway Harry
    had walked through.

    "But Harry doesn't want to fight You-Know-Who," Minerva said, wondering if Regulus
    had understood the child he was guarding at all. "The only thing he cares about is
    healing his parents. If he can strike back at You-Know-Who, it's only because he
    thinks that's what he needs to do to remove the Lestranges' magic from his
    parents."

    Regulus grinned in a way that reminded her of Severus when he was making a point
    about the essential uselessness of Hufflepuffs. "How do you think the Dark Lord will
    take the loss of five of his Death Eaters?"

    Minerva paused. "Was Severus loyal?"

    "To the Dark Lord? He acted as if he was, that night." Regulus stretched his arms
    a little, never looking away from Minerva. "Do you know how much he hates my brother
    even now, when he's been dead for fourteen years? It's honestly a little
    disturbing."

    Minerva sighed. "I know." Her mind strayed back to the days the Marauders and
    Severus had been her students, and she shook her head. She should have worked harder
    to curb their torment of Severus and make them obey the rules that everyone else
    around them obeyed, more or less.

    On the other hand, there were other people who had been tormented and hadn't grown
    up as extraordinarily bitter as Severus. Neville cringed sometimes and had the school
    turn on him on a regular basis, but Minerva couldn't picture him hating dead people
    as much as Severus, or trying to kill the son of the woman he'd loved.

    "So it doesn't matter, in the end, whether he's more a Death Eater or more a
    member of Dumbledore's Order," Regulus finished, with a dismissive motion of his
    fingers. "Even Severus might not know. I say we don't spend more time worrying about
    it. He's an enemy. He can be an asset, in the sense that he's brewing potions for us
    and they seem to work well enough. But he can never be an ally."

    Minerva nodded. Given her last conversation with Severus, she didn't think she
    could do anything to persuade him otherwise. "And you think it would be a good idea
    to let Harry do as he wills with Bellatrix?"

    "I know I care more about him than my cousin."

    "Why?"

    "I know my cousin. Harry is something new under the sun."

    Minerva blinked at Regulus. For him, it might just be that simple. Or, from the
    way the man was smiling at her with his lips firmly closed, he didn't intend to say
    anything else, so she should accept this because she wouldn't get anything else.
    Minerva nodded and stood.

    "Promise me that you'll let me rest before you let Harry perform this."

    "I think everyone should be there. Even Boot. I want to let Harry try, but I don't
    know it'll work."

    "Do you hope it won't?" Minerva paused with her fingers drumming on the
    side of the doorway while she waited for his answer.

    Regulus looked away and gave a silent shrug.

    Minerva went to the room Regulus had had prepared for her, ignoring the sneers of
    the one house-elf she saw. She'd ignored far greater disapproval in her time. She had
    her own to contend with now, swirling around in her chest as she Transfigured her
    robes into sleeping ones and firmly locked the door.

    Perhaps I should have stayed and tried to work things out with Albus.

    But then, as she lay down in the oversized bed and breathed in what she thought
    was a new absence of dust, she had to shake her head. She'd been right in what she
    said of him to Regulus. Albus wanted people not just to work with him but to admit
    they were wrong. It was one of the reasons he had so valued Severus, Minerva thought.
    Severus had things to repent, things he'd done wrong.

    If he ever even realized they were wrong. If he wasn't only pretending so he
    could avoid Azkaban.

    Well, she wouldn't solve riddles like this lying here and staring into the
    darkness. Minerva had once had the habit of being able to go to sleep at once, like
    the cat she was, because she might have to leap up to defend the school or the
    children during the war, or run out on an Order of the Phoenix mission.

    She found her way back to that still, dark place in the center of her mind,
    loosening all her muscles so it felt as if someone was stroking down her back to her
    tail. Her eyes drooped shut. She thought about being curled up in a stream of
    sunlight, and the way that the velvet cushions on many of Hogwarts's windowseats felt
    beneath her, and the way that a stomach full of cream and milk bulged…

    She slept.

    

    "What you have brought me is valuable information, Draco." Lucius Malfoy smiled
    down at his son and let his hand clasp a slender shoulder briefly.

    Draco's face lit up so violently that Lucius tapped his tongue against his teeth.
    Draco at once schooled his expression. Lucius nodded.

    They stood in the entrance hall of Malfoy Manor, where the Dark Lord was coming to
    meet Draco and hear his report. He was interested in knowing where this Potter brat
    was, given that Severus and Macnair had been on a mission against him when they
    disappeared. Draco would meet the Dark Lord for the first time tonight, and had to be
    on his best behavior.

    At least he was acting better now than he had been, Lucius thought. He had never
    thought he had raised a son who would let himself be Memory Charmed by another
    student in his third year, and then succumb to an unreasoning fear of a
    transient threat. Of course the Potter boy seemed unusual, but Draco should have been
    better than unusual. He should have been strong.

    But he took his mind from both boys when he heard the entrance of the Dark Lord.
    There was such magic swirling around him that it was actually that which Lucius
    heard, the sharp crackle of power tracing orbits in the air about the Dark Lord's
    body. Lucius knelt at once, and Draco wasn't slow in following him down. Luckily, he
    also knew that he should use both legs, while Lucius took one knee in deference to
    the fact that he was part of the Dark Lord's Inner Circle.

    I can only hope that Draco will be found worthy to follow me there.

    The Dark Lord came in and stopped, staring down at them. Lucius bowed his head.
    Even without the overwhelming weight of the Dark power in the entrance hall, it was
    hard to meet that piercing pair of red eyes.

    "You have information on the Potter brat, Lucius."

    "That my son gathered." Lucius shoved Draco lightly forwards, and Draco bowed from
    his knees without looking up.

    "You are to ssstand."

    Lucius shivered at the curl of Parseltongue on the words. He knew it was really
    for Draco; the Dark Lord wanted to see what he was made of. But too many memories
    filled his mind of times he had been tested for him not to respond.

    Draco did well. He stood, keeping his head bowed in such a way that it didn't seem
    disrespectful, only sense—which of course it was—and then gazed up into their Lord's
    face. His lips parted around a strangled gasp. Lucius wondered if he would have to
    tug him back to the floor, but the Dark Lord made his sibilant laughter as he reached
    out and took Draco's chin.

    "Very good, Draco. I can see that you will never lie to me."

    "No, my Lord."

    "You understand your best interests. No doubt part of that is due to your father's
    instruction."

    Lucius bowed his head again as the Dark Lord glanced at him. He would never
    presume to speak without his Lord's express permission. He would simply wait until
    there was a question, or an implied one, as the demand for Draco's report had
    been.

    "Most of it, my Lord."

    "And the rest?"

    Lucius tensed. The Dark Lord became like this, sometimes—almost playful, setting
    riddles that had only one correct answer. It was too much to hope that Draco would do
    as well in answering this one, when Lucius had not warned him about it. This was such
    a rare mood for the Dark Lord that he hadn't thought he would have to.

    "The rest comes from your example, my Lord."

    There was silence so tense and freezing that Lucius felt his mouth drop open. He
    would never have dared try a response like that. He was astonished that Draco did,
    and he intended to punish him, if there was anything left of him to punish—

    The Dark Lord laughed, and it was a gentle, abiding laugh. He pulled Draco more
    fully to his feet, and then said, "A good ansssswer, Draco. Tell me what you heard
    now."

    Draco did. Lucius listened carefully, even though he'd already heard it multiple
    times himself, listening as the Dark Lord did for little gaps in the truth. But it
    was straightforward. Dumbledore had become careless. There were anti-eavesdropping
    spells on every professor's quarters, but they engaged only with the closing of the
    door. If Dumbledore hadn't been in such a tearing hurry, if he hadn't lost
    control…

    But Dumbledore had been increasingly erratic for months now, Lucius thought, more
    preoccupied with Dolores Umbridge than she deserved, more prone to letting Severus
    get away with some of the potions experiments that he had once forbidden inside the
    school's walls. At least, until Severus had disappeared.

    Lucius looked up as Draco stopped speaking, certain that their master would order
    an attack on the school. Even though Lucius wanted revenge on Potter more, it was the
    natural place to strike, with Dumbledore's attention so distracted.

    But the Dark Lord's eyes had narrowed to gleaming slits of red in the way that
    meant danger, and he reached out with one hand and lightly caressed Draco's forehead.
    Draco gasped. Lucius knew why. Their Lord's hands were colder than marble in
    winter.

    "You have done well, Draco," he said, and remained still a moment more, staring up
    at the ceiling. Then he nodded to Lucius. "I find myself utterly annoyed by
    the existence of the traitor Regulus Black and the little boy who has
    ssssstolen my Death Eaters from me."

    Lucius thought "stolen" was an odd way to put it, when the boy was surely
    responsible for defeating them only with Black's and Minerva's help, but he nodded.
    "Very well, my Lord. What do you want me to do?"

    "Take enough Death Eaters to assault the Black house, and take Nagini with you."
    The Dark Lord smiled in that way he had when he wanted to terrify, and made Lucius
    shiver with delight instead. "I think we shall have ssssome fun with the boy's
    purported talent in Transfiguration."

    "Yes, my Lord," said Lucius, and bowed, and held the posture—so did Draco—until
    the Dark Lord left. Then Draco exhaled hard and glanced at Lucius.

    "May I come, Father?"

    "Death Eaters only, Draco. You are not one." Draco pouted, and Lucius reached out
    and lightly slapped the expression off his face. "Not yet."

    Draco beamed, and Lucius leaned back and smiled a little. It wouldn't be long
    before the strike on the school, surely, not with Dumbledore that distracted, and
    then Lucius would have a different kind of revenge.

    But for now, the Potter boy.
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    Chapter Forty-One—The Darkest Night

    Lucius stood motionless in the shadow that his spell had cast for him on the
    Muggle street. There was a disconcerting lack of magic about the Black house where
    Potter was hiding, at least from the outside. Lucius had expected to feel the buzz in
    his teeth from here. He had thought he might have to order someone else on
    reconnaissance, to make sure there were no hidden traps.

    But no, apparently the famous Black wards had diminished down the years. Perhaps
    Regulus Black had never felt threatened enough to renew them.

    Lucius half-closed his eyes and reminded himself to bridle his contempt. Black,
    and Potter, had been responsible for the disappearances of five Death Eaters. That
    must mean they were more formidable than the outside of the house made them look.

    But it also meant they might have become careless. Lucius would not discount the
    possibility.

    A soft sound of scales crossing stone made him look down. The Dark Lord's snake
    lifted her head next to him, tongue flicking out. Lucius nodded in respect and faced
    the house again. There was sure to be a way inside it, through the protections that
    were there. And he would find it.

    "Yaxley," he said, without turning his head, and heard the other man pad to his
    side. "I want you to talk half our force and go in through the back."

    "Yes, Lucius." Yaxley's eyes were gleaming. "I used a few spells to look at the
    gardens. No stronger defenses there."

    Lucius considered whether to praise Yaxley for initiative or damn him for not
    telling Lucius he was doing that, and finally decided that they didn't need the
    disunity a scolding would cause now. As long as Yaxley doesn't get too bold.
    "Then you're the best choice to lead the force," he said, and dismissed a
    ridiculously beaming Yaxley to do as he was bidden.

    The Dark Lord's snake remained beside Lucius, of course. Lucius was still not
    entirely sure why the Dark Lord had commanded her presence—most of the time he seemed
    reluctant to let her out of his sight—and decided that he would let her choose her
    own battle position. It wasn't as if he knew Parseltongue to communicate with her,
    anyway.

    When Lucius lifted the shadows around his own cloak, so as not to alert the
    Muggles sharing the neighborhood, and Silencing Spells around the outside of his
    band, Nagini slithered to the side and straight for the front door.

    Lucius hoped she knew what she was doing, but he wouldn't question her any more
    than he would the Dark Lord. He turned and motioned to the staring faces behind white
    masks that crowded the cobblestones behind him.

    "Forwards."

    

    "I think you're paranoid. And I'm not entirely sure I trust these new guardians of
    yours."

    Harry ignored Black. He wasn't the one who would have to enter a vulnerable trance
    to force Bellatrix's wandless magic out of her body. That meant he wasn't the one who
    would need to feel protected. Harry had done some more reading in the past few days,
    and not only in forcing out what Black called the deep magic.

    "Just in case something happens," Harry said, and looked over at the light weight
    on his shoulder. He touched a delicate wing, and said, "Fly the outside of the house.
    If anyone breaks in, then you know what to do."

    In a second, his new guardian had lifted and darted out of the room. Black made a
    disgusted face after her. "Why do you think someone is going to attack just because
    you're doing this now?" he demanded. "There's no indication that the Dark Lord knows
    what you've been doing with his Death Eaters, or he would have attacked before
    now."

    "I don't think this is a special time for Lord Dudders," Harry answered, and
    turned to face Bellatrix. She was still unconscious because of the special potion
    Snape had brewed for them, but Harry could wake her up in an instant. The books had
    seemed to indicate no one could sleep through having their deep magic roused, anyway.
    "I think it's a special time for me. I won't be aware of my
    surroundings."

    "We can guard you." Black made a gesture that indicated him and Terry and
    Professor McGonagall, who stood ready with their wands pointed at Bellatrix.

    "Only from the inside." Harry sat down in front of Bellatrix, and closed his eyes.
    But he didn't begin the trance yet. Instead, he reached out and touched the other
    guardians he'd created for the outside of his house with his mind. Now that he
    knew he was manipulating the Wild and not simply creating natural animals,
    it was far easier to make ones that would respond to his thoughts.

    "Those beasts aren't the only ones you made, are they?"

    "Of course not." Harry smiled at Black and activated the last little group. For
    all he knew, no Death Eaters or Dumbledore's minions would attack tonight, and he
    would be fine. But he would rather be paranoid than dead.

    "You can trust us."

    "I know. But what happens if Bellatrix starts rebelling against my control just as
    an attack comes from outside? You can't be in two places at once. I know
    that, too."

    Black was still fumbling around for an answer when Harry focused that same depth
    of concentration that had made his animals on Bellatrix. There was that small piece
    of her that was his, surrounded by the void of Lord Dudders's magic and Bellatrix's
    will. Harry touched the piece of hers that was his.

    Bellatrix's eyes flew open, and she screamed.

    Harry flung himself into the magical, mental battle.

    

    Lucius heard a soft buzzing sound as he unwove the first of Black's inadequate
    wards, but he didn't understand what it meant in time to cast a spell that would
    protect him.

    A second later, he was screaming as the wasp queen fastened herself to his face
    and began to sting.

    And there were other wasps, whirling all around him. He heard the buzzing, he
    heard the screams as the other Death Eaters with him were stung, and Lucius knew they
    had lost all advantage of surprise. The protective spell he had been trying to take
    down was suddenly blazing against him, flaring so bright against the darkness that
    the Muggles could probably see it.

    He had time to think that much, and then a sharp hot flower opened in his eye.
    Lucius jerked back and touched his wand to the queen, forcing himself to think
    through the incantation he needed. "Ignis multesimus!"

    The tip of his wand caught fire, and the flames crisped the queen, making her fall
    away from his face. Lucius would have been more reassured if he could see out of his
    left eye, and if there hadn't been more wasps immediately taking her place, all of
    them humming with deadly intent.

    "Fire!" he shouted to the other Death Eaters, and swept his wand in a wide arc,
    using an Incendio that destroyed the wasps in front of him. He could hardly
    make out the shapes of the others against the darkness, but he did notice when the
    ground in front of him suddenly seemed to start moving.

    Nagini gave a startled hiss from beside him—where Lucius hadn't realized she
    was—and writhed her body sideways. Lucius stomped, because it seemed like the thing
    to do, and found that he had crushed several of the small shapes scuttling at his
    feet. But others of them grabbed his legs and started to crawl up them.

    Small black spiders, with a red hourglass in the middle of their backs.

    Lucius shouted and cast a spell that would drive anything not human from his body.
    But although a rain of black widow spiders fell off him, that didn't stop some of his
    fellow Death Eaters from screaming as they were bitten. And others were launching
    themselves from the eaves of the house, which meant that Lucius had them in his hair
    and on the back of his neck, and had to keep casting spells to drive them off.

    Then one got through, and bit him.

    Lucius gasped as all the muscles in his back seized up at once. He thought hazily
    that the venom shouldn't work so fast, and then more pain echoed through him, and he
    understood. He was being bitten by more than one, even if he had only felt
    one spider at first.

    "Fall back!" he opened his mouth to call, but he didn't get the chance. First, he
    saw some Death Eaters twitching on the ground, and he knew that the Dark Lord
    wouldn't forgive him if some more of his faithful followers were lost. Second, he saw
    Nagini slide through the spiders and towards an unprotected door, and losing the Dark
    Lord's snake would be even worse.

    And third, he couldn't get the words through his chattering teeth.

    Lucius cast the spell that repelled the spiders again, and pelted towards Nagini
    while he could still move. He would have to Apparate with her to safety, and then
    come back for his comrades.

    He might have managed, if something hadn't hit him from behind with such force
    that he went sprawling on the ground before he'd recovered from the shock of being
    struck. And there was such pain in his wand hand, as if it had been crushed…

    Lucius did manage to lift his head, coughing from the pain, in time to see the
    eagle slam into the Dark Lord's snake.

    

    Somewhere far away, Yar and his conjured insect defenders were battling. Harry
    frowned and forced himself deeper. He shouldn't be able to tell even that
    much from inside his trance, at least if the trance was working the way it was
    supposed to. That it hadn't suggested to him that he was still too shallow.

    Then he was at the bottom of a vast darkness, and in front of him and around him
    and above him was nothing but emptiness. Except for a small pool of whirling black in
    front of him, which Harry could only see because it was a slightly paler color than
    the rest.

    He stepped forwards and reached out to it.

    There was a wild shriek of laughter, and the essence of Bellatrix was all around
    him. Harry suddenly knew her better than he'd ever known anyone except Amicus and
    Yar. He saw her life in flashes, the way she'd learned to kill and some of the people
    she'd tortured and the long years screaming in Azkaban. It was disorienting, and he
    clasped his knees, or the conjured mockery of them here, to get his balance back.

    Bellatrix hit him with another skitter of wildness. She could speak to him, too,
    which wasn't something Harry had foreseen.

    Little Baby Potter! Did you think you could take control of me? Did you? When
    I've belonged to my Lord forever and ever?

    Not forever, Harry answered, his voice steady because he'd dealt with
    blows like this in the past, such as when Vernon had killed the first kitten and
    Amicus had died and it turned out Terry wanted to be his friend. Only since your
    sixteenth birthday.

    That knocked Bellatrix off-guard, in return, and Harry swirled forwards and
    reached into the true Wild, her life force and magic, not the madness that had grown
    up around her mind like a forest of thorns.

    Bellatrix screamed. And Harry felt what she did, felt the wrenching
    violation that this was. She had taken Lord Dudders's Mark of her own free will. This
    was something like rape, something like torture.

    But she had done the same thing to his parents. Harry found himself savagely glad
    that he could give back some of the same. He pulled and yanked, and retreated a step
    from the center of her mind, pulling her and her magic back to the waking world.

    Bellatrix was unraveling around him, or at least it felt like that now. She flung
    herself at him, but Harry had hold of part of that self. All he had to say was
    Stop, and a wall seemed to spring up between him and her, thrusting her
    away.

    Bellatrix was still screaming in his mind when Harry rose fully back into his body
    and held out a stiff hand, his fingers spread, his magic rising to the call and
    Bellatrix's magic coming with it.

    Bellatrix sat up on her pallet, and her hand rose, too. Her eyes were far away.
    Harry couldn't say whether she was seeing what was in front of her.

    "Reducto," said Harry. He knew instinctively that destructive curses
    would suit her nature better than trying to make her perform household cleaning
    charms or Light magic.

    Bellatrix mouthed the word along with him, but didn't speak it aloud. A black
    spark leaped between her fingers, and Harry tensed. He'd never seen something like
    that with the Blasting Curse.

    It turned out he needn't have worried. The black spark gathered others to itself,
    like a swarm of his guardian wasps, and then they all flew together and coiled around
    the small Transfigured box of wood Harry had made. The box convulsed and hopped, and
    blew into small chunks.

    Harry smiled. He hadn't counted on that particular side-effect of the Blasting
    Curse, but it was a nice one. He would have lots and lots of little pieces to study
    now, and each one would bear an imprint of Belllatrix's powers.

    He turned to her and beckoned. Bellatrix stood up. Her eyes showed some hatred
    now, but her expression was confused. And the Dark Mark on her arm looked duller than
    ever, as if its power had gone into her magic.

    "I want you to destroy this dummy," Harry said, and conjured one; it was faster
    than Transfiguring it, and he didn't have any suitable objects to Transfigure right
    now anyway. Things buzzed and stirred in the back of his mind, and he smiled. He had
    never realized how much fun it could be to command something that resisted him. His
    animals never did, and people he either ignored or didn't want to command. "On the
    count of three, and with another spell that's not the Blasting Curse. All right?"

    "Harry, didn't give her any choice."

    That was Black's voice, low like thunder. Harry cocked his head as if to consider
    the advice—he owed Black at least that much—and then shook it. "I have to. I have to
    see how far she can buck the limits of my control."

    Black said something that he would probably regret later, when he went through
    another phase of thinking Harry was an innocent child. Harry only laughed, and pushed
    with his will. Bellatrix pivoted towards the dummy, her features twisting more and
    more as she woke up. Her eyes were wild with loathing now.

    "On the count of three," Harry said, in what was the most patronizing tone he
    could muster. He thought he should probably call it his "talking to Death Eaters"
    tone.

    Bellatrix waved her arm back and forth for a minute as if she was sending a child
    off on the Hogwarts Express. Then her face smoothed out and she called forth the
    Blasting Curse—

    At the same moment as she turned and sent it straight at him.

    

    Lucius had never seen anything like it, and he forgot the pain in his eyes and
    hand as he watched Nagini writhe under the eagle's talons.

    It seemed like it ought not to have been an equal contest, at all. Nagini was much
    bigger than the bird, and had poisonous fangs besides. But somehow she never caught
    the eagle's powerfully beating wings, nothing more than a mouthful of feathers. She
    was hissing in what was probably horrified Parseltongue, and the eagle simply dug in
    and hung on with her talons. Then she dipped her beak and tore a chunk out of the
    scales and flesh that covered the snake's spine.

    Nagini screamed.

    Lucius flinched from the noise—well, partially from the noise and partially from
    the image of what the Dark Lord would do to Lucius for letting his snake get hurt
    like that. Nagini began snapping her head back and forth, trying to scoop the eagle
    off her back, but the bloody bird simply turned a little and reached out a crushing
    talon. It fastened on Nagini's neck.

    Lucius forced himself to his knees. He didn't think he was going to die of the
    wounds he had taken so far, but he would die if he came back without the Dark Lord's
    snake. He crawled forwards on wavering hands and knees, trying to remember anything
    he knew about eagles.

    They bind to their prey. Don't they? They don't let it go easily? This one
    isn't going to leap back into the air and suddenly circle around for another run at
    us. It ought to be easy enough to keep it in place until I can get my wand
    ready.

    So far, that seemed to be the truth. The eagle never looked at Lucius. It
    concentrated on trying to crush Nagini's spine, which at least wasn't working so far.
    Unfortunately, neither was the snake trying to bite the bloody thing's head off.

    Lucius got his wand in his hand. His entire body was shuddering now from the
    poison. He didn't hear any shouts from behind him, which he feared meant the other
    Death Eaters were no more. But he kept his eyes focused on the eagle, and he let the
    fear and frustration well up in him, compensating for his diminished ability to
    handle his wand with his left hand.

    The emotions fountained up in him until he knew he had to cast magic or combust.
    He aimed his wand at the eagle and murmured, "Avada Kedavra," as gently as
    he had once asked Narcissa to marry him.

    

    Harry heard shouts from Professor McGonagall and Black. He didn't mind them. He
    wheeled easily aside from the Blasting Curse, and laughed as he exerted some control
    and watched Bellatrix's hand fall limply to her side.

    "I changed my mind," he said.

    "About letting my mad cousin use her magic?" Black's voice was shaky. He cleared
    his throat and shook his head as if he disliked the tone to his words as much as
    Harry did. "You should have. When I think what would have happened if that curse had
    hit you—"

    "You would have been right to despise me, because then I would have taken on too
    much without realizing it." Harry only shook his head impatiently when Black gaped at
    him. "But I didn't underestimate her, and you don't have to despise me." He turned
    back to Bellatrix.

    "I would never despise you…"

    "What went wrong, Mr. Potter?"

    Professor McGonagall was the one asking the more sensible question, and in a tone
    that made it seem as if they were back at school, so Harry didn't mind answering. "I
    let a little control loose because I wanted her to suffer," he said, watching the
    glaze in Bellatrix's eyes. "I wanted her to know she was casting magic at my
    instigation. I don't think she would have been able to snatch back that much if she
    was sane. But—"

    And then his head whipped to the side, as he felt small lives flickering out all
    around him. "What is going on?" he whispered. "Why did no one tell me the
    house was still under attack?"

    "You were under trance, and I'm not stupid enough to break you free from that,"
    Black snapped. "Besides, they haven't done any damage to the house yet. They think
    they took down the protections. In reality, those protections have closed behind
    them, and they've been trapped inside. And any second now, the inner spells are going
    to catch fire."

    "Literal fire?" Harry asked. "Then I'll have to move my animals back from there."
    He closed his eyes and concentrated on his animals before Black could say anything.
    They had done more than enough against the Death Eaters by now, if they had been
    fighting them alone so far.

    

    Lucius's aim was perfect. He should have been able to kill the eagle, he knew, as
    the Killing Curse flew from his wand. But then the eagle spread its wings and flew
    away and up, soaring behind the house.

    Lucius's Killing Curse struck Nagini.

    Lucius stared in silence as the snake collapsed. He didn't know what to say, what
    he could say that encompassed the scope of this disaster. He shook his head
    as he saw a rush of the black widow spiders and wasps back past him, towards the
    house. Perhaps Yaxley's forces had caused enough damage to make it worth continuing
    that part of the assault.

    But Lucius opened his mouth to call the retreat.

    Before he could, there was a spitting sound, and curls of fire wound across the
    air behind them. The flames were dancing, blue and glinting, atop two motionless
    bodies that must have got a higher dose of either wasp stings or spider venom than
    Lucius had himself. Lucius reached out a helpless hand, and stopped.

    The Black wards had not been taken down after all, and he had not stopped Black.
    Or Potter.

    Lucius began to shudder, and was not able to stop, and it was not only the effects
    of the spider poison.

    Not even thinking he heard Nagini stirring was enough to content him. He might be
    mistaken. Lucius laid his head on the ground, and tried to ignore the strange
    tingling in his Dark Mark. He would probably die in Black's protective spells, and
    his Lord would never know what had happened, not for certain.

    Lucius's last conscious thought for a time was that he hoped the Dark Lord did not
    take out his wrath on Narcissa and Draco.

    

    "There are still some Death Eaters alive," Black murmured, his eyes shut as he
    communed with the house's wards. Harry thought he must have looked much the same way
    when he was in trance. "The majority, really. Your spiders and wasps killed some, and
    the fire some more, but a lot of them were too close to the house to be burned."

    Harry nodded. "That's fine." He glanced at Bellatrix. "I have a thought, if you'll
    let me experiment."

    "What haven't I let you do, even if I shouldn't?"

    Harry ignored the exasperated tone to Black's reply, and cocked his head a little.
    "Bellatrix, I want you to present your arm to me."

    She dropped to her knees and held up her arm, her every movement puppet-like now.
    Harry ignored the way Terry was tensing, and the unhappy look on Professor
    McGonagall's face. He would have to deal with that later.

    "That's how the Dark Lord calls his Death Eaters," said Black, calmly, as Harry
    laid his hand on her Dark Mark.

    "Oh, I know," Harry said. "You told me it hurts, right? He sends out some kind of
    pain or summons that connects with their Marks."

    Black nodded, his eyes locked on Bellatrix. "I don't know what you're going to do,
    but—"

    "Send out a blast of Wild magic," Harry said, grinning. "Through the part of her
    Mark that's mine. And see what happens."

    

    There was something in his mind, calling him, something soft and obscene.

    Lucius barely realized that he was stumbling to his feet. He barely realized that
    he was marching forwards with his head bowed. His feet plowed past insect bodies and
    up steps, and he didn't know where he was going. He just knew that he had to
    march.

    And then there were more stairs, and someone behind him poking a wand into his
    back, and a door opening in front of him, and the same person saying behind him in a
    voice that was vaguely familiar, "He did it. He actually did it."

    Lucius fell down. Someone cast a Cushioning Charm on the floor so he didn't break
    his nose. And someone took his wand, and put a bowl of water next to him, and cast a
    few charms that might have been healing ones, since his shivering from the black
    widows' poison eased.

    Lucius was aware, in a dream, of the door being locked behind him. But for now, he
    simply wanted to forget all about calls and Lords and failures, and go to
    sleep.

    So he did.

  


  
    42. When He's at Home
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    Chapter Forty-Two—When He's At Home

    Severus tensed as he heard the door scraping open. He'd known something was
    happening last night, with the noises and the feeling of powerful magic rushing past
    him, but he hadn't known what it was, and he had stayed silent and still in the
    center of his cell, ready to move.

    He hoped Lucius would come through the door. Or even the Dark Lord, come to rescue
    him from the mad child who called himself Lily's son.

    But, of course, it was the mad child, and this time, he came alone. Severus found
    himself flowing to his feet before he really thought about it. He could get his hands
    around that slim throat, he could take—

    "I wouldn't," said Potter.

    There was a movement near his feet, and Severus glanced down, expecting to see one
    of the insufferable brat's pets. Then he froze. There was a small snake coiled there,
    tongue flickering out to catch his scent, fangs poised less than an inch from
    Severus's boot.

    "A krait," said Severus in flat disbelief. He eased back and sat down on his
    pallet again, staring at the appalling brat. "Not even you can handle one."

    "If I'd made it or found it naturally, no, of course not. But the animals I create
    out of the Wild obey me." The boy put his hand down, and the krait slithered
    over to him and up his arm to his shoulder, coiling neatly around his neck. Severus
    stared and squinted and waited for the moment the fangs would plunge into Potter and
    pump him full of venom. It didn't happen. "Now. I want to ask you some questions
    about Lord Dudders's snake."

    Severus hated that the brat's name for the Dark Lord could make him flinch in
    anticipation of pain nearly as much as the word "Voldemort" could. But he only shook
    his head. "I know nothing about it."

    "You must know something. You spent long enough as a Death Eater. And Lord Dudders
    sent her to attack the house last night along with several Death Eaters—"

    "If the Dark Lord knows where we are, you are dead." And probably I am, too,
    now that I no longer bear his Mark.

    Potter gave a slight smile that was more terrifying than anything Severus had seen
    on his face before. "No, I don't think so. But the snake was hit by a Killing Curse
    during the attack, and yet she survived it. I want to know why."

    Severus felt his mind blanking. He knew the Dark Lord had laid powerful
    protections on Nagini, but nothing could block the Killing Curse. It was one
    reason why, despite the protections, the Dark Lord had always kept her at his side.
    Sending her to raid a house was entirely out of character.

    "I don't believe she's here," Severus said, the first words that came to him. "I
    don't believe you captured anyone else."

    Potter's eyes widened until Severus thought he would drown in glistening green.
    But Potter didn't ask him why he thought that. He simply turned and faced the door of
    Severus's cell, and his eyes closed as he concentrated.

    Severus began edging nearer once again. Yes, there was the krait, but it went on
    staring at the boy and never once looked Severus's way. If it was an unnatural
    creature made to be loyal, then it might be incapable of attacking without Potter
    directing it to.

    He stopped because he heard a voice. It was tired and hoarse and sounded as if it
    came from the far wall of Severus's cell.

    "Severus? Are you there?"

    Severus had indeed been a Death Eater of the Dark Lord for a long time, and he had
    heard that voice in enough battle-weary and blood-soaked situations to recognize it
    now. It was Lucius's voice.

    "I am here," Severus said, turning away from Potter. He wondered if this was some
    test the Dark Lord had devised, or perhaps Black had managed to disguise his voice.
    He would know what Lucius's tones sounded like, too, after all. "Where are you?"

    "In a cell. The Potter boy woke me up through my Dark Mark to speak to you. He
    controls it somehow, I don't know how. He wants me to soothe your doubts. Let me do
    that, so I can sleep again."

    The hairs on Severus's arms rose, accompanied by a sharp tingling. He had never
    heard Lucius sound so defeated, not even the time they had briefly spent in Ministry
    captivity before their trials as Death Eaters. There was something more than
    unnatural about this.

    "You don't want to sleep, Lucius," Severus said, switching his attention back to
    Potter. He still had his eyes closed and his head bowed and a small, serene smile on
    his face, as if he was the one asleep. Severus slid a step closer. "You want to wake
    and seize your vengeance. Or are you going to pretend that you're happy
    about what the boy has done to you?"

    "Not happy. I just don't have any choice. His eagle crushed my right hand and his
    wasps stung my eye and his spiders bit me, and now he controls the Dark Mark."

    Severus's hands rippled open from the fists he had made them into. "What kind of
    poison from the spiders, Lucius?" he asked urgently. There was no doubt in his mind
    that if Potter made spiders to attack Death Eaters, they would be venomous ones.
    "What kind of treatment are you getting?"

    "Black widow spiders. And I don't think—I don't think I received any treatment?"
    Lucius's voice sounded like he was stumbling with tiredness. "But someone must have
    cast healing spells or used potions on me, because I'm still alive."

    "Can you break out?"

    But Lucius didn't respond, and, turning back to Potter, Severus realized his eyes
    were open again and he was shaking his head a little, in time with the motion of his
    hand that stroked the krait on his shoulder. "As if I'm about to let you tell each
    other that. Now. I want you to tell me some more about Nagini."

    "What have you done?" Severus was choking on fury. Even assuming that
    Black and Minerva had helped Potter—which he had to assume, he could not think
    otherwise in the face of his fear—he still should not have survived the battle,
    should not have taken an experienced Death Eater and fighter like Lucius Malfoy
    bloody captive.

    "Taken several Death Eaters captive and captured Nagini. Now, tell me about
    her."

    "I will not."

    Potter watched him with infuriatingly blank eyes for a long minute, then shrugged.
    "I did tell Black your usefulness was coming to an end, but he didn't believe me. He
    thought you would do anything to save your own hide." He tapped the krait's head with
    a finger, and it slid smoothly down his arm and dropped to the floor and made for
    Severus.

    Severus leaped backwards, but even if he got up onto the table, he knew there was
    really nowhere to hide. The krait would simply climb the table leg and come after
    him. And now it was drawing its head back and baring its fangs, and Severus had no
    bezoar or other ingredients here that would let him brew an antivenin. They were all
    in the lab.

    "Wait!"

    Severus hated the croak of his voice, but it was apparently what Potter had been
    waiting for, because he called the krait back with a crook of his finger, and nodded
    to Severus, eyes patiently gleaming.

    Severus still hated himself for succumbing, but he kept his eyes down and told
    himself it was no worse than turning to Dumbledore to get out of Azkaban. "The Dark
    Lord values Nagini highly. However, he never had her with him during the first war.
    It's only during the second that I've seen her. He once said something about meeting
    her in Albania. He can speak with her in Parseltongue, of course. He has laid
    protections on her that should shield her from every spell but the Killing
    Curse."

    "And I know from Lucius that he didn't use the Killing Curse on her on purpose,"
    said Potter, a soft, wondering tone to his voice. "Yet she survived it. But Dudders
    didn't expect her to…" He let his voice trail off, while Severus tried not to let his
    shock show that Lucius had been the one to use the Killing Curse on
    Nagini.

    Perhaps Potter was already controlling him then.

    Severus couldn't help shooting a grateful glance at his own blank arm. He had
    hated it when Potter removed the Dark Mark from him—an unpermitted,
    violating alteration to his body—but at least it meant his will was his
    own.

    "There must have been something else he added," Potter said. "Something that
    protected her in ways he didn't anticipate. Huh. How extraordinary." He shook his
    head in a meditative way, and then nodded at Severus and added, "I'll have to secure
    the information somehow. Perhaps the snake can tell me." He made his way to the door
    with startling abruptness, snapping his fingers to call the krait after him.

    "You speak Parseltongue?"

    "How else can I command snakes?" Potter asked, with a smile that truly made
    Severus wish he had carried through on his plan to strangle the brat, and then closed
    the cell door behind him. Severus hurried to it at once, but heard the sound of the
    locking spells engaging, more powerful a deterrent than any merely physical lock.

    Especially the way Black casts them.

    Severus retreated to his pallet in the middle of the floor and did his best to
    think. He had to choose his allegiance, and carefully. If this animal-obsessed boy
    could control those with the Dark Mark, then Severus's only true option was
    Dumbledore. He would have to spin his lies carefully to convince the Headmaster to
    accept him back, but he could do it.

    He had to devise a way to get out of here. He had to flee. He had to—

    He had to find some way to get revenge on Potter.

    That was the rub. Every plan Severus had for leaving meant he would probably never
    come into contact with Potter again, except perhaps on the battlefield. And he could
    not bear to leave a wrong unrighted.

    Perhaps, though, Potter would slip up. That Black had let him come here alone
    argued his guardian's restrictions were loosening. Severus only needed the boy to
    visit him once and be off-guard to seize a chance.

    Clear as a pearl, a plan came to him. It would take time, but so did almost
    everything worthwhile in Severus's life.

    I only need to pretend regret.

    

    "I think we need him. He's the only one on our side who can understand
    Parseltongue." For some reason, Harry smiled. "No matter how much I might wish I
    could understand it."

    Minerva sighed. On the one hand, she disliked that this was the reason
    Harry had decided they had to bring Neville out of Hogwarts. Harry called himself the
    boy's friend, but seemed more concerned about his own safety and the safety of the
    people here than Neville's.

    On the other hand, Harry had certainly permitted Mr. Boot to help with his
    research and answered his questions to the point that Minerva no longer saw the anger
    she had become accustomed to in her Ravenclaw student's face. Perhaps Harry would
    have been more forthcoming to and interested in Neville if he'd pushed Harry
    harder.

    "I don't see that what happened to the Dark Lord's snake really matters," said
    Regulus lazily. Minerva turned to eye him. She always did when he sounded lazy, which
    was dangerous. Regulus had his hands folded behind his head and his steady gaze aimed
    up at the ceiling. They were in the library where Harry had done most of his research
    again, tall dark shelves surrounding them. "You're focusing too much on a minor
    matter, Harry."

    "You think that coming back to life from the Killing Curse was
    minor?"

    "We only have Malfoy's word that he actually hit the snake. He might have been
    mistaken. It was dark, and he was in a lot of pain."

    Mr. Boot was hiding a grin, Minerva noted. Maybe it was simply at the way Harry
    was bristling up and stalking towards Black like a predatory hedgehog.

    "Consider this," Harry said, and his words dragged and hissed as if he really were
    capable of speaking to snakes himself. "We only have a story of one other being
    surviving a Killing Curse in the last decade."

    A long pause, and Regulus finally lowered his gaze so he could stare at Harry. The
    stare was mostly unimpressed. "You're talking about Longbottom."

    "Of course I mean Neville. And no one really knows why it happened, even though
    Professor McGonagall's told me about all the magical theorists who have worked on it
    in the last fifteen years. Here's a chance to find out. Maybe we can find something
    to use against Lord Dudders. He got defeated the last time Neville survived it…"

    "You don't care about defeating the Dark Lord," said Regulus, even though he
    looked truly snared from the expression on his face. "You only care about your
    parents."

    "But what I felt is a gap in the Wild," said Harry.

    Another pause. Even Mr. Boot was frowning now, Minerva noted, which meant this was
    something Harry hadn't explained to him in some private midnight conference when
    intelligent people were in bed. But it also seemed as though Regulus had reached his
    limit of asking questions for the day, so it was up to Minerva to fold her arms and
    say, "Explain it in a way normal people can understand, Harry."

    Harry flashed her a full grin that was so startling Minerva still hadn't recovered
    when he started to speak. "I mean that usually, I can feel the Wild as one
    smooth—blanket, I suppose, or cloth. There isn't anything that lacks it. There are so
    many living things around that even a house doesn't feel empty."

    Minerva nodded encouragingly. That was similar to some theories of the Wild she
    had read long before she started teaching Harry.

    "But there are voids in the Wild. There was one inside Bellatrix's Dark Mark. That
    was one reason I could reach out to it and touch it, because it felt so
    different from the way other people's did. And the snake has a void inside
    her. As if there was a part of her that died, but only part."

    "Perhaps that's what the Dark Lord's been doing," said Regulus, and there was
    enough enlightenment on his face that Minerva suspected he'd been drawn back into the
    conversation despite himself. "Messing around with soul magic."

    "How is soul magic different from the Wild?"

    "The Wild affects life, as you know," Minerva said quietly, after a glance at
    Regulus to make sure he didn't want to handle the question. "The force that stirs
    limbs and makes a heart beat. It has nothing to do with what comes after. Soul magic
    does."

    "But how can he even touch the soul? If it's immaterial?"

    "Oh, there are spells that affect the soul," said Regulus. "And deeds. Murdering
    someone splits the soul."

    "Then why would anyone sign up to be in the Death Eaters?" Harry asked, making one
    of his leaps of logic that sometimes bewildered Minerva. "If it's dangerous to them
    because murder splits the soul…"

    "Most of the time, it doesn't have any perceptible effect on their behavior," said
    Regulus, with a shrug that Minerva felt was careless of him. "They're already the
    kind of people who would commit a murder, so if it makes them a little more sadistic
    or prone to madness, no one's going to notice."

    "Like your cousin?"

    "Bella's soul was always a shriveled, tattered thing, so you're right. We wouldn't
    have much noticed the difference when she committed her first murder."

    "This is leading us away from the Wild and the gap you were trying to explain to
    us," Minerva interjected. She was uneasy with the thought of soul magic, less because
    it bothered her if Black practiced it than because Harry looked fascinated. "You
    think that perhaps a piece of the snake has died, Harry?"

    "I would say her soul, but I don't even know if animals have souls."
    Harry looked at Regulus, who wisely kept his mouth shut. After a moment, Harry went
    on. "But she's clearly still alive, and most of the Wild that I think makes her up is
    wrapped around her body. So it's not a death in the traditional sense."

    He thought about it, then shook his head. "I can't explain it any better than
    that. I think maybe Neville is the only one who can."

    "He was never able to explain to me how he survived the Killing Curse, or any
    theory his grandmother might have had," Minerva decided to caution Harry.

    "But maybe that was because you and his grandmother were pushing him. And he might
    have been afraid that anything you found, you'd immediately report to
    Dumbledore."

    "I certainly would not have…" began Minerva indignantly, and then let the
    words trail off. Harry was watching her with no accusation, but a certain piercing
    brilliance to his eyes, and she ended up looking down. Yes, now, thinking about it,
    perhaps she would have.

    "Well, things have changed so Minerva is no longer loyal to Dumbledore," Regulus
    said with reckless cheer. "So you think he'll feel comfortable telling her?"

    "More that he never had anyone to compare himself to before, so even if he does
    know somewhere deep down how he survived it, then he wouldn't know for sure," said
    Harry, in the tones of someone who found the explanation simple. Minerva wasn't sure
    she did. Harry was going on and leaving her with no time for questions, however. "If
    he can compare the sense of himself—his soul, his magic, whatever you want to call
    it—to the sense of something else that survived the Killing Curse…"

    "This doesn't help you heal your parents."

    "But it might help Neville defeat Lord Dudders, and Neville is my friend,
    too."

    Boot spoke up then, with a faint frown. "You said before that you didn't want him
    here because it would mean You-Know-Who and Dumbledore would both attack the house.
    How are you going to solve that problem?"

    "You-Know-Who already attacked," Harry said dismissively. Minerva noted that he
    used his friend's preferred name when talking to Boot, although at all other times he
    favored that ridiculous nickname he'd devised. "We can handle him. And I'd pit the
    Black wards and my animals against Dumbledore, too."

    "The Dark Lord didn't lead the attack himself." Regulus's voice was as quiet as
    the Killing Curse. "Dumbledore will. That's an important difference."

    Harry paused for a minute, his head tilting. "Then we can't give him a reason to
    attack."

    "Taking Longbottom would be a reason to attack," said Boot.

    "We're not going to take Neville. We're going to invite him."
    Harry smiled, and there was something unholy about the edge to that smile. Minerva
    found herself holding her breath, even though that wasn't a gesture she fell prey to
    very often. "And we're going to have an ally who'll stand up to Dumbledore for us,
    and make it very clear that his interference isn't welcome."

    "There isn't any such person!" snapped Regulus, but Minerva must have been
    infected by the smile herself, because she saw the answer.

    "Neville's grandmother," she said. "Aren't you thinking that, Harry?"

    Harry made her a little bow in response. "I knew my friendship with Augusta
    Longbottom would come in handy someday," he said, as if he'd always planned this.
    "Just let me write that I think we've found a way to get her grandson out of the war
    and defeat Lord Dudders once and for all, and I think she'll come
    running."

    

    Draco bowed down to the floor, shivering. He could do nothing else with the Dark
    Lord in front of him and the long, spidery white finger tracing a slow line down his
    cheek and the side of his neck.

    "What did your father do, Draco?"

    Draco had already answered the question numerous times, which was one reason his
    muscles were shaking now—from round after round of the Cruciatus Curse. But he
    gathered himself together, with a sob in his voice, and prepared himself to try and
    answer it once more, this time to the Dark Lord's satisfaction.

    "He—he took several Death Eaters and your companion Nagini on a raid of a Black
    property, m-my Lord." Draco had already learned, from harsh experience, not to call
    Nagini the Dark Lord's pet snake.

    "That's right. And why hasn't he come back?"

    Draco knew the Dark Lord probably wanted him to suggest that his father had turned
    traitor, but Draco could never do that even if he died for it. He swallowed another
    sob and tried the same answer he had before. "M-maybe the same th-thing happened to
    them that h-happened to Professor Snape, my L-Lord."

    That didn't get him snapped at, the way he thought it would. In fact, the Dark
    Lord pulled back his hand from Draco's face and began to walk slowly in circles in
    the Manor's receiving room. Draco bent further down and shivered some more.

    "You could be right," the Dark Lord murmured, and then his voice altered even
    more, swinging like a pendulum towards cold cruelty. "What is so powerful about this
    boy? Tell me, Draco!" He drew his wand, and before Draco could even think
    that he would leave his mother to mourn two Malfoy men, he snapped it at Draco and
    cried, "Legilimens!"

    Draco reeled through memories that he had been through only recently, when the
    Memory Charm broke. He saw the way Potter had threatened him with being eaten by
    rats, and then how he'd Obliviated Draco. And he saw things he hadn't
    remembered seeing, such as Potter bending over thick books on the Mind Arts in the
    library.

    The Dark Lord pulled roughly back. Draco gasped and whimpered, but other than
    flinging a Silencing Charm at him, the Dark Lord didn't bother about that.

    "So the boy is stubborn and cold and talented at magic when he pushes himself,"
    the Dark Lord murmured. "Even when he doesn't care to push himself much in anything
    but Transfiguration." He nodded. "I see. Then I shall make sure the boy
    cannot oppose us, and I shall take my Death Eaters back."

    He turned and faded out of sight in the strange way he had, as if he was made of
    mist. It wasn't Apparition. It wasn't anything Draco had seen before. He folded in on
    himself, and only moved when his mother came in to check on him and he knew she would
    be frantic if he didn't move.

    But his mind remained fixed on one thing. In the end, it wasn't the Dark Lord who
    had done this to him, not really.

    It was Potter.

    Always bloody Potter. And if you've taken my father, I'm going to find a way
    to destroy you.
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    Chapter Forty-Three—Blind To the Danger

    "Thank you for coming, Mrs. Longbottom."

    Augusta was adjusting the shawl around her shoulders, watching Harry as if she
    could block out Black and Professor McGonagall being in the room that way. She'd
    agreed to come to Grimmauld Place, but only into the first drawing room, and she sat
    in a chair that would let her have a direct line of flight to the door.

    Harry approved. He hadn't realized the woman was so sensible.

    "I want to know what you mean by thinking that Neville can help the war without
    fighting."

    Harry nodded. He also approved of her getting right to the point. "The Death
    Eaters attacked this house a few nights ago. We managed to capture the Dark Lord's
    snake—the one that goes around with him everywhere," he added, because Augusta's eyes
    had widened so much that he wasn't sure she knew what he meant. "Something strange
    happened to the snake—"

    "How did you manage to capture it?"

    Harry cocked his wrist, and the wasp queen he'd made to replace the one Lucius had
    killed flew over and perched on his wrist. Augusta recoiled. Black chuckled, and she
    glared at him before she turned back to Harry.

    "I didn't realize you were so skilled in Transfiguration."

    "Well, of course, Professor McGonagall has been teaching me," he said, with a
    smile at the professor. She nodded back, but her forehead was a little wrinkled. "But
    they were mostly going after the Death Eaters. It was my eagle that attacked the
    snake. One of the Death Eaters tried to stop her by using the Killing Curse. The
    curse hit the snake instead. It died, and came back to life."

    Augusta sucked in her breath enough to make her chest inflate a lot. "That is
    impossible."

    "But Neville did it. That's why I want him to come here and see whether he can
    help us figure out why the snake came back to life."

    Augusta's eyes darkened. "I can assure you that plenty of magical theorists have
    interviewed Neville. He has no idea about why he survived. No 'secret' he remembers
    from being one year old and seeing his mother die in front of him."

    "I know. But I think that maybe, with someone else to compare himself to—"

    "How dare you!"

    "Something else," said Harry, a little surprised, but he couldn't think
    of any other reason she would be objecting. Augusta calmed down and sniffed a little,
    so yes, it must have been the words. "Maybe he would find something to do with his
    scar when he can examine this snake."

    "Why would you think it had anything to do with his scar?"

    "Well, it must, mustn't it? I mean, he told me his scar hurt him when
    Lord Dudders was around, and gave Neville a connection to him. It even hurts when he
    touches Neville. So that must be the source of whatever Dark magic Neville has on
    him."

    "My grandson is not Dark!"

    Harry cocked his head. By this point, he thought Augusta was just acting. She had
    to know he wasn't saying Neville was Dark—not that it would matter a lot to Harry if
    Neville was—and that he also wasn't saying the Dark magic was Neville's. But Harry
    would make sure, just in case.

    "What I mean," he said, as politely as he could, "is that Lord Dudders put some
    kind of magic into the connection. His magic affected Neville somehow when he died
    the first time—and in fact, he came back to life, too, so there must be some
    connection that ties him and the snake together, and probably him and Neville,
    too."

    "Again, magical theorists have investigated this." Augusta had her arms wrapped
    around herself. "None of them could find anything wrong with Neville."

    "It's not normal to have a connection to the Dark Lord who tried to kill you,"
    Harry pointed out. "I'm saying that it's something we should look at, not that it's
    wrong. Come on, Mrs. Longbottom. You said that you wanted to figure out a way Neville
    could help without fighting in the war. This is the way."

    Augusta said nothing for long moments, her eyes fixed on her hands. Then she
    looked up. "I'm afraid of what you'll find."

    After thinking about that for a minute, Harry supposed he could see it. Not for
    himself, because he couldn't recall being afraid for a long time, but for someone
    normal like her. "I know. But I think Neville deserves the chance to try and find
    it."

    "You don't care that much about him," said Augusta in a low voice. "You would do
    anything to achieve your own goals." She glared at Black, which made Harry want to
    laugh. Did she think Black was influencing him in some way?

    "And you don't care that much about him, either," said Harry, and ignored the way
    her eyes came back to him. "You've made sure that he went through so much extra
    training that he's shaken and exhausted and terrified half the time."

    Augusta gaped at him, and then closed her mouth with a snap and a snort. "Keep in
    mind that you need my goodwill for Neville to come here, Mr. Potter."

    "I'm only telling the truth." Harry met her gaze, unblinking, and ignored the way
    Black had slapped his hand over his face. It wasn't like Black would have any greater
    power to convince her. "You did encourage extra training, and you kept it up even
    when you should have known it wasn't working. For example, Neville is never going to
    be good at Potions as long as Snape is the one to train him. He despised Neville, and
    undermined his confidence."

    Harry didn't know if it was his tone or his words or that particular example, but
    Augusta slumped against the back of her chair a little and bowed her head. "That's
    true," she whispered. "But I hoped…Frank was wonderful with Potions. I hoped that
    Neville had inherited his father's talent."

    "Neville is not his father," Harry said, and thought for a moment that he
    wasn't much like James Potter, either. But he brushed that thought aside. Of course
    he wasn't, because he wasn't drooling in the Janus Thickey ward. "I know you love
    him, and he doesn't want to disappoint you, which is one reason that he never
    complained. But I think Professor McGonagall will back me up as saying that the
    lessons don't work for him all that well."

    Augusta was staring at him again. "How would you know? If he never
    complained?"

    "Because he would be stronger and more self-confident if it had," Harry said
    simply. He would never want to be the Boy-Who-Lived, but the one thing that he wished
    was that someone had given him the extra training that Neville had had.
    Maybe he would have had a way to cure his parents by now. "Anyway. Do we have your
    permission to bring him here?"

    Augusta scowled. "I'll need a reason to withdraw him from school. Dumbledore won't
    want to let him go."

    Harry shrugged a little. "Say that you've heard the Defense professor for this
    year is incompetent and you think Neville needs better training than she can give
    him. After all, he'll have to face Lord Dudders in battle someday."

    Augusta gave him an expression that Harry couldn't recognize, and then sighed and
    stood. "That might work. I'll see you later." She turned and walked out of the room
    so quickly Harry didn't have the chance to ask her if she would do it.

    "Will she do it?" he asked the adults instead. Terry wasn't here, because he had
    seemed scared of Augusta. Harry didn't think she was scary, but he didn't know what
    her reaction to Terry would have been, so it was probably a good thing he'd stayed
    out of the way.

    "She will," said Black, voice strong and unshaken. "If she wasn't, she would have
    told us so."

    "What did that look she gave me mean?" Harry had to admit that the adults would
    probably know better than he would about this. He was great at reading animal body
    language, but still not always more than adequate at humans.

    Professor McGonagall and Black exchanged glances. "To you," Professor McGonagall
    finally said, "it seems so simple to think of these plans."

    "It is." Harry frowned. "This isn't like the magical theory I was trying to
    explain to you. It isn't hard." He had accepted that not everyone saw Transfiguration
    and animals the way he did and they would need explanations, but this was a
    bit ridiculous.

    Black and Professor McGonagall treated each other to glances again. "Why did you
    think of using Umbridge as an excuse?" Black said.

    "Because it's obvious."

    "Not obvious to everyone. Augusta hadn't thought of it."

    Harry shrugged. "She also didn't think that the training wasn't doing Neville any
    good, or that he was different from his father. Sometimes people don't see
    everything." He knew that was true of himself. "I need to go talk to Snape
    again."

    "I don't think that's wise," Black said at once, in that annoying manner he had of
    opposing everything Harry wanted to do. "I visited him last night, and he's—I think
    he's gone insane hoping for vengeance on you. You're not safe alone with him."

    "So come with me," Harry snapped over his shoulder, and started walking out the
    door. Sometimes, it really did feel like everyone else was stupid, even if he
    did know that people had different strengths and levels of intelligence.

    "It's not safe," Black insisted, but he had to follow if he didn't actually want
    to be left behind.

    "But with you and Professor McGonagall with me, why not?" Harry asked, once he saw
    that they were both following him. Professor McGonagall did roll her eyes a little,
    but she also smiled at him, so Harry felt secure smiling back.

    "I suppose he does often ask intelligent questions."

    Black didn't bother responding to Professor McGonagall, and just kept walking
    downwards with grim stamps of his feet. Harry shook his head. He honestly didn't know
    what Black's problem was. No one was making him follow Harry around. He
    could give up his "guardianship" at any time.

    Not that Harry really wanted him to, since he liked having Grimmauld Place as a
    secure stronghold and it was Black who was really keeping Bellatrix and the rest of
    the Death Eaters prisoner. But it would be Black's decision if he wanted to walk
    away, and Harry would figure out a new way to heal his parents.

    Indeed, he thought he might already have, if his theories about Nagini were
    right.

    

    Neville stared in shock at the letter in front of him. It was from his Gran, but
    he had cast several spells that detected charms and curses on it, because he couldn't
    believe it. This wasn't like any letter she had ever written him.

    "Nev? Are you all right?"

    That was Ron, sitting down next to him at the Gryffindor table, face full of
    concern. Neville swallowed and looked at him, then silently held out the letter to
    Ron. Ron knew what his Gran was like. If he had some kind of advice, Neville would be
    happy to listen to it.

    "Wow," Ron said, after he'd read it through.

    "I know." Neville huddled a little. He thought the only consistent thing about
    Gran was that she would get angry if he didn't follow the commands in her letters.
    But how could he go up to Dumbledore and tell him he would be withdrawing
    from the school? Dumbledore was the wise old man he had always looked up to.

    "I think your Gran's barking if she thinks you can just march up to Dumbledore and
    do this," Ron said, handing Neville the letter back.

    "I know," Neville whispered.

    "Who's barking?"

    That was Hermione, coming down from the library late to breakfast as usual.
    Neville gratefully gave the letter to her. He didn't think there was much Hermione
    could tell him to do that he hadn't already thought of, but like Ron, she would be
    sympathetic to why Neville couldn't just do what Gran requested.

    Surprisingly, though, Hermione was thoughtful as she handed the letter back. "You
    have to think about who you're more afraid of."

    "What d'you mean?" Ron leaned past Neville to frown at Hermione, the way he did
    when she started talking about how important to one's future homework was.

    "Your grandmother, or Dumbledore. Who are you more afraid of?"

    Neville swallowed slowly. That hadn't been the kind of advice he'd hoped
    for from Hermione, but with the direct way she was looking at him, he knew she wanted
    to hear the answer to the question. He hesitated, then spoke the truth. "Gran.
    Dumbledore can be disappointed in me, but she can make my life hell, and she's my
    legal guardian."

    "It's not right, the way she treats you."

    "She's trying to protect him!"

    "But she shouldn't be able to make his life hell if he doesn't want to do
    something that does seem strange—"

    Neville tuned their bickering out, as usual, while he stared down at the letter.
    Gran was frank. She didn't tell him where he would be going, but she did say that she
    was going to pull him out of Hogwarts, and she said he had to "tell" Dumbledore that
    it was because of Umbridge and the way Dumbledore wouldn't stand up to her. That
    meant there was really some other reason.

    Neville was horribly afraid it was more tutors—tougher ones, who would be
    disgusted by the fact that he hadn't advanced in the Arts so far when he'd tried and
    tried and tried with the Hogwarts professors teaching him.

    What can I do? And what if Dumbledore just reads the truth out of my mind when
    I go up to talk to him? Gran hadn't said what he was supposed to do about
    Dumbledore's Legilimency.

    "Don't look so worried about it, Neville." Hermione put a comforting hand on his
    shoulder. "I'm sure your grandmother won't set you any impossible tasks."

    Neville squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn't help thinking that the tasks wouldn't
    be impossible for Hermione. She was a lot smarter than him, and a lot braver. She
    would go and confront Professor Dumbledore if she thought she had to.

    "Blimey, mate, she's coming today?"

    That made Neville open his eyes, fast. He didn't remember seeing anything about
    that in the letter. "What do you mean?"

    "That's what it says," Ron told him with a slightly confused glance, holding the
    letter out again. Neville snatched it and let his eyes focus on the last paragraph,
    which he had skimmed over before when he was shaking with fear.

    We are on a time limit, Neville. I will be coming to collect you this evening,
    so make sure you tell Headmaster Dumbledore right away.

    Neville gave a little moan and squeezed his eyes shut. His scar seemed to throb in
    time with his pulse. He couldn't believe this was happening to him. He had tried so
    hard to be a good Boy-Who-Lived, even though he knew how disappointing he was. He had
    tried, and tried, and tried, and now he was going to have to confront Headmaster
    Dumbledore and tell him he was leaving.

    And what about Ron and Hermione? Neville opened his eyes and looked at them a
    little helplessly. "Will you come and visit?"

    "Of course," Ron said at once, comfortably. "Mum wants to send you biscuits and
    Christmas jumpers, anyway. You know I can't just let you go." He smiled at Neville
    and went back to eating. You could always count on Ron to be solid and reassuring
    like that, thought Neville, a trembling part of his mind firming a little.

    Hermione was biting her lip, though. "I don't know, Neville. How does your Gran
    feel about Muggleborns?"

    "She has no problem with them," said Neville firmly. He didn't think Gran was
    enthusiastic about them, either, but she had no blood purity prejudices. It
    was just that the Longbottoms had always tended to marry other people with
    generations of magical ancestors behind them. And Gran would be enthusiastic if
    Neville said that he needed Hermione to visit sometimes and, in return, he would work
    harder at his lessons.

    Even when it does no good at all.

    "Oh, good!" Hermione's face cleared, and she smiled at him. "Then I think this is
    the best decision she could make, really."

    "You aren't going to miss me?" Neville asked wistfully. He knew he had sometimes
    disappointed them both, that he hadn't always been the best friend to Ron and that
    Hermione had expected a better Boy-Who-Lived than him, but he thought their
    friendship was stronger than that.

    "Of course we are!" Ron clouted him on the shoulder. Neville rubbed it,
    but smiled.

    "But this is really the best thing for you right now, Neville." Hermione
    leaned towards him and spoke quietly. "We both know that Umbridge isn't going to give
    up on punishing you until she does something unforgivable. Or maybe even kills you.
    And for whatever reason, Dumbledore won't stand up to her." Her eyes had a peculiar
    shine to them for a second, like Dumbledore had actually disappointed her, too. She
    cleared it away with a blink and charged on. "You need to be safe."

    "We'll visit you as soon as we can," said Ron. "Count on that, mate."

    Neville nodded slowly. Then he picked up the letter and looked at the Head Table.
    Dumbledore had already left, and Neville knew the recent password to his office. He
    didn't talk often with Dumbledore anymore, but he always sent an owl each week with
    the new password. "I need to go do this before I lose my nerve."

    "Good luck, Neville."

    "Good luck, mate."

    Neville nodded, and noticed with relief that Umbridge was also missing from the
    table. At least there were only the randomly hostile eyes of students to watch him
    leave.

    

    Albus shut his eyes and sighed out slowly. Even though the disappearance of
    Severus and Minerva's betrayal had stung deeply, he had the rest of the staff united
    now. They would stand against Dolores, and finally force her out of the school. He'd
    arranged the confrontation for that night, right after dinner, before Dolores could
    get to any detentions she had scheduled.

    He had intended to take the morning to prepare contingency plans, and so started
    when someone knocked on his door. More than that, Fawkes immediately popped his head
    out from beneath his wing and crooned. He only reacted like that to a few special
    people.

    "Come in, Neville," Albus called. He was taking a chance, but most of the other
    people Fawkes reacted to like that weren't here in the school.

    When the door opened, Neville marched in with a clenched chin that made Albus's
    heart stir. Perhaps the boy had found his courage after all, and had come to offer to
    stand beside the professors when they confronted Umbridge. But then Albus had to
    shake his head. He'd told no students about the confrontation. How would Neville
    know?

    Fawkes immediately shot across the office and caused a scene by sitting on
    Neville's shoulder and crooning at him. Neville looked startled, probably by the
    vehemence of the greeting, and then smiled and stroked Fawkes's neck.

    "Have a seat, Neville."

    Albus could have sworn his phoenix looked at him sulkily before he flew back to
    his perch and let Neville sit down. Then Fawkes turned his back and began to groom
    his feathers energetically. Albus shook his head—even after so many years in a
    phoenix's company, he didn't always understand them—and then turned back to
    Neville.

    "Um. My grandmother wanted me to tell you that—that I'll be leaving the school,
    Headmaster."

    "What did you say?" Albus felt as if he were falling down a deep tunnel.

    "That's what she said," Neville said, rushing through the words as if he knew that
    Albus would try to stop him and thought he would never recover his confidence if that
    happened. For that matter, Albus didn't know how he was supposed to get the
    ability back to close his mouth. "She said she was going to take me away from the
    school because she didn't like Umbridge teaching me. She thinks I need to be better
    at Defense to defeat V-Voldemort." He ducked his head and played with the fringe of a
    shawl hanging over the back of the chair.

    "Neville…you can't go. Your presence in the school means so much, to all
    of us."

    "Does it, though?" Neville never looked up from the fringe he was braiding across
    his lap. "Half the other students think I'm an attention-seeking liar. I don't think
    they'll be that upset I'm gone."

    "Your friends—"

    "They said they would visit when they could. I'm sure Gran will allow them. She
    has no problem with the Weasleys, or with Muggleborns."

    "But you can't want to leave Hogwarts. Not when you haven't finished your
    education and you're having so much fun here."

    Neville sighed and looked up, his chin steadier than before. "I've never had that
    much fun at Hogwarts, Headmaster, except in Herbology. That's the only thing I'm good
    at. All I've done is disappoint the professors—and you. And I can't really learn
    anything now without Umbridge taking notice."

    Albus decided to take a risk. No one better than Neville to confess the secret to,
    anyway, since he was on the verge of disappearing from the school. "My professors and
    I are confronting Umbridge tonight, in fact. We'll be sending her away."

    "Why didn't you do this before?"

    "Pardon?"

    "Why didn't you confront Umbridge before now?" Neville's eyes were deep and sad.
    "Wasn't she causing enough trouble for you? Or did you just not care?"

    Albus shook his head rapidly. "I needed firepower behind me. With all the
    professors, I have enough."

    Neville remained silent for long enough that Albus thought he could go on to
    explain the outlines of his plan, but when he drew breath to start, Neville shook his
    head and stood up. "I think this should be a school, not a battleground, and right
    now, I'm glad I'm leaving. Good-bye, Fawkes." And Neville walked out the door.

    Albus remained as still as a toad in mud for long moments. Then he stood up and
    turned to the fireplace.

    No. He could not lose the Boy-Who-Lived. And he could not allow him to withdraw
    from the war, which he feared would happen if he let Neville back into Augusta
    Longbottom's clutches. She would keep the boy safe and work out some way to defeat
    Voldemort that would lead to bloodshed and chaos—much more than Albus's way.

    No. He would not lose now.

    

    Severus was ready when the boy came through the door. He only had to lure him
    close enough, and he could do something.

    He didn't have his wand, but he could accomplish some things with
    wandless power; he had always been able to. He had used an instinctive Body-Bind on
    himself to keep his body still during his branding with the Dark Mark, and the Dark
    Lord had praised him for his control afterwards. He had reached out to Lily many
    times with accidental magic before Hogwarts.

    He only needed Potter close enough, now.

    This time, the boy came in without the krait, but with Black and Minerva not far
    behind him. Severus tensed, and then relaxed again. Well. It does not matter so
    much what they do to me after I have my vengeance.

    "I want to know what else you can tell me about Nagini," Potter said, and sat on
    Severus's table and swayed his legs back and forth.

    "I have told you all I can tell you," Severus said, but he let himself sound
    hesitant and offended enough that the boy would ask again.

    Potter fell for it. "I don't think you have," he said, with a simple shrug of his
    shoulders. "You were close enough to Lord Dudders to impress him when he returned and
    convince him of your loyalty even though you spent all those years serving
    Dumbledore. You would have picked up more than the other Death Eaters."

    If this were anyone else, Severus would have thought they were trying to flatter
    him. But he knew Potter was simply speaking the truth as he saw it, and with no
    intent to make Severus care—only to let Severus know that Potter knew what
    he assumed was the truth.

    I have never met someone so arrogant. Even the Dark Lord.

    Severus clung to his plan, and said simply, "There is one thing I will tell you
    about Nagini that I have not told anyone else, because the Dark Lord would know the
    information came from me. But since I do not think that you will let me go anytime
    soon…"

    He let his words trail off pointedly, but Potter didn't deny it. He only nodded,
    unblinking. "What is it?"

    Severus glared at Black. "I don't want him to hear it."

    "Why? Regulus might be the only other Dark wizard in here, but I don't think he's
    going to use it. Unlike some people, he actually walked away from Lord Dudders when
    he had a chance."

    Severus clenched his shaking hands together behind his back. "Will you let me
    speak it to you only?" he asked harshly.

    "With the proviso that I'll only tell them later."

    Severus nodded as if that was acceptable to him, and moved a step closer to
    Potter, until he loomed above him. Potter gazed back at him with the eyes of a great
    animal who had never known fear.

    Severus knew he would only get the one chance, but he was close enough now, and he
    only needed his wandless magic to strengthen his hands. Potter was a small
    thing—probably the legacy of being starved as a child, if the rumors Severus had
    heard were true. Severus could still get his hands around Potter's neck and squeeze
    and twist fast enough to kill him. It was the way he killed rabbits and pheasants and
    other animals for the Potions ingredients he needed, after all.

    He bent over, opened his mouth as if to speak, and then shot a hand forwards.

    He pulled it back with a shout of pain. Potter's hand had shot out to meet his,
    and there was the scrape of claws down the back of Severus's knuckles. He
    didn't mean to pull back that way, but it was simply instinctive, and it left him
    staring, for a moment, at the line of blood scored across his hand.

    He had a moment to do it, because Potter leaped off the table and knocked him
    down. Severus found himself lying on his pallet, grunting, and then looked up. There
    was another sharp descent of Potter's hand.

    A second later, Severus found himself screaming, as blood drenched the left half
    of his face.

    "Regulus insists on keeping you alive," Potter's cool voice said. "And you're
    useful if you can brew potions, so I won't cripple your hands permanently. But I
    never heard that you needed two of these to brew potions."

    And with a flex of his claws, he took Severus's left eye.
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    Chapter Forty-Four—His Morality

    "I cannot believe you did that, Harry."

    Minerva knew her voice shook. Well, she meant it to. She had never thought Harry
    would blind Severus. Fight him in battle, yes, and Minerva could even have
    understood killing him there. But this was completely cold-blooded, thought-through
    and then done.

    "I didn't think about blinding him before this."

    Minerva started. She knew Harry didn't use Legilimency, but sometimes it seemed
    that he did, so clear and piercing was his gaze. "I didn't mean that."

    "You were thinking of it." Harry ran one of his claws slowly down the surface of
    an expensive ebony table. Minerva opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again. If
    Regulus didn't want Harry to do that, he could easily repair the damage later. Right
    now, he was in his rooms with the door locked. "Would it really be better if I'd hurt
    him like that at St. Mungo's?"

    "We could have understood it better."

    "You and Black."

    Minerva sighed, but she had long since come to the conclusion that Harry might
    never call Regulus by his first name. "Yes."

    Harry shook his head, slowly, but not as if he was contradicting her. "He moved
    towards me and he was going to hurt me. I reacted. I think that was the same as
    battle."

    "You—you reacted by scratching him," Minerva said, forcing the words through her
    throat against the way Harry was looking at her so patiently. "But you held him down
    and chose to drive your claws through his eye."

    Harry just nodded, looking unsurprised. Minerva wished she knew what about. "Does
    Black think he can heal Snape's eye?"

    "Not completely. There's always going to be a scar in it, at best. And he won't
    gain back the sight no matter what we do. Regulus thinks the best his healing spells
    can accomplish is a little prettying-up so Severus looks as if he had two
    eyes."

    "Good."

    "Harry."

    "I don't know what you want me to say," Harry replied, in a peaceful, empty voice.
    "You have your morals and that's fine. But you can't want me to be the same kind of
    person you are. I'm not. You knew that. I grew up the way I did, and I want what I
    want, and I'm taking it. You can't sit there and tell me it's okay to torture
    Bellatrix the way I did when I was calling on her deep magic, and then get upset when
    I do something that doesn't even last as long. Snape isn't going to give up trying to
    hurt me if I'm nice. Maybe now he will."

    Minerva looked at the floor, and swallowed. She wanted to say all sorts of things
    in response, but the only thing she could think of was her failure to get Harry away
    from the Dursleys before he learned lessons like this.

    But you can't want me to be the same kind of person you are. I'm not. You knew
    that.

    Yes, she'd known that, Minerva had to admit. She might imperfectly have
    appreciated what it meant.

    "I—would prefer it if you didn't do anything like that again, Harry," she said,
    looking up. "Regulus thinks Severus may never brew us a potion again, and some things
    he wants to do need those potions."

    "Oh." Harry eased back in his seat a little and reached out to toy with a tome
    that lay on the library table. "Why didn't you say so?"

    "What?" Minerva asked, off-course entirely now.

    "Something Black wants to do requires Snape's cooperation," said Harry,
    with a smart tilt of his head. "That's different from you just wanting me to be a
    good person—whatever that is. I wouldn't have hurt him if I knew that. But I still
    stand by my words that Snape would never stop trying to kill me. He's almost gone
    insane. Couldn't you feel the magic around his fingers?"

    "No," Minerva said. She knew Regulus was right about Severus having gone half-mad,
    but she still wanted to know what Harry meant.

    "The Wild was almost making his hands glow. He'd done something to them.
    Wandless magic, deep magic, whatever you want to call it." Harry shrugged. He really
    did remind Minerva of an animal in the way he reacted to danger sometimes, as if it
    wasn't that important once he was past the initial moment of it. "If he'd touched me,
    he'd be able to hurt me a lot worse."

    "You can't control him with his Dark Mark?"

    "His is gone. There has to be at least a little left and changed with my
    Wild and Lord Dudders's Wild in it. Snape is free. He chose to do this of his own
    free will."

    Minerva swallowed again. That wasn't something she had thought was true, even
    knowing Harry had completely cleaned Severus's left arm.

    He could choose. He chose this.

    Minerva managed a smile, with some difficulty, as she looked up and saw how
    intently Harry watched her. "I'm sorry, Harry. That makes some difference, knowing
    this."

    Harry shrugged. "If I messed up one of Black's plans, I didn't mean to. I do know
    Snape has some use when he's thinking straight and willing to cooperate. I don't
    think he is, not anymore." He slid off the chair and turned to look thoughtfully at
    the doorway. "Now I have to go talk to someone else."

    "Did Neville contact you about help getting out of Hogwarts?" Minerva asked,
    hoping that was true.

    Harry tilted his head at her. "What? Oh, no. It's Terry. He knows what I did to
    Snape, and I think he's upset about it." He turned and walked out of the library
    before Minerva could ask any other questions.

    Minerva winced a little. Mr. Boot didn't have any complicity in Harry's attack on
    Snape the way she and Regulus did. She hoped Harry would be gentle in the way he
    approached the issue.

    Then again, I'm not sure Harry knows what the word "gentle" means.

    

    "You can go back to Hogwarts, if you want."

    Terry started and glanced over his shoulder. Harry stood in the doorway of his
    bedroom, looking around in mild interest, even though Terry had only hung up some of
    his clothes and charmed one of the walls to look like his favorite portion of the
    night sky from Astronomy class. He had a mouse on his arm he was petting.

    "Why would I do that?" Terry asked. His voice croaked.

    "You don't seem comfortable with me anymore," Harry answered, and his eyes
    narrowed in so sharp and hard that Terry flinched. It was like having glass shards
    dig into him, or maybe Harry's eagle's feet. "You know that I'm not a good
    person."

    Terry closed his eyes and sighed, "I don't think you're not good. I just think
    you're really violent."

    "Are you going to attack me the way Snape did?"

    "What? Of course not!"

    "Then you don't have to worry about me being violent towards you."

    Terry opened his eyes and said, "But there's—just knowing I'm around someone who's
    violent towards other people bothers me."

    "But then I don't understand why you came here at all," Harry said, sounding as if
    he was answering out of a well of deep peace. "You knew I was violent before you
    left. You knew I didn't care about most people. And you found out about the things I
    was doing to Bellatrix and Snape the minute you came here. Why is this
    different?"

    Terry fiddled with the edge of his covers, but found he couldn't look away from
    Harry's eyes. They were eagle's eyes. They demanded an answer.

    "Because you did something permanent," Terry whispered. "You didn't take away a
    Dark Mark or make someone suffer for a while. I heard Black and Professor McGonagall
    talking. They said he'll never see out of that eye again."

    "Then he'll never attack me again. Think about it, Terry. He had his Dark Mark
    gone. He could have left here once we were done with him and started a new life. Why
    do you think he attacked me?"

    "He hates you."

    "Why?"

    Terry hesitated, but he finally had to shake his head. "I don't know. I can't
    imagine hating someone so much."

    "He values his hatred more than his freedom. He values it more than his
    sight. I think he intended to die when he attacked me. He would have died
    when Black attacked him in revenge, anyway, even if he managed to kill me." Harry
    shook his head. "I would have left him alone if he'd left me alone. I wanted him to
    answer a question about the snake, and he said he had information. I think now he was
    lying to make me let him close to me."

    "Oh. It's—it's still not a good thing, what you did, Harry."

    A second later, Terry was surprised that Harry hadn't launched a spider or his
    eagle at him. But he only smiled in what seemed like amusement and put the mouse back
    in his pocket. "I never said it was a good thing. It was a response."

    "Don't you think you should try to control your responses?"

    "If I hadn't taken his eye, what do you think would have happened? Not your
    immediate impulse. Use that logical Ravenclaw brain of yours. Think it through."

    Terry forced himself to think about it, even though it was distasteful to spend
    that much time thinking about Professor Snape. Harry stroked the mouse's back through
    the cloth of the pocket, and waited for him.

    "He would have tried again," said Terry at last, as certain as he could be about
    anything. "He would have decided that, I don't know, he was only unlucky or
    something, and he would want his insane vengeance against you."

    "I know. And Black and Professor McGonagall might have been upset that he tried,
    but they wouldn't be disappointed in him like they are in me. Why are they so
    disappointed in me? They know what I am. But he's an adult, and he supposedly had a
    chance to redeem himself after the war. I don't understand why they're so hard on
    me."

    For a moment, his voice cracked, and he stared down at his hands. Then he clenched
    them as if he'd realized what he was doing, and shook his head, and turned away.

    Terry waited until he was sure that Harry was really going to walk out the door
    and it wasn't just a pretense before he spoke. Of course he should have known it
    wasn't a pretense, he thought. Harry didn't do things like that.

    "I think they're harder on you because they see more potential in you." Harry
    paused, one hand on the doorframe, standing with his back to Terry as he listened.
    "They know that Snape wasted his potential long ago. Say that he did have a chance to
    redeem himself after the war. Well, that's gone. He doesn't care about it.
    He doesn't care about anything except hurting other people. And you could be so much
    more. He's stunted. You're not."

    "I don't care about anything except healing my parents."

    "Maybe that used to be true. It's not now, or you wouldn't care about things like
    not killing people when Black and Professor McGonagall ask you not to."

    Harry was silent in response, and he did walk out the door this time. But at least
    Terry was satisfied his words had been heard.

    

    Neville shifted uneasily as he looked around. Gran had said that they would meet
    outside the school on the Hogsmeade road, that she would come and Apparate him away
    there. Apparition tired her out less than Flooing, and she had had no time to arrange
    a Portkey. And the thought of his grandmother flying was enough to make even Neville
    smile.

    But it was half-an-hour past the time she had said she would be here, and she
    hadn't come. Neville wished for the second millionth time that he knew how to cast a
    Patronus and send it as a messenger, or that he had a communication mirror to use
    with Gran the way some of the old families did.

    "Neville!"

    Neville spun around. Hermione was pelting towards him, her hair flying behind her
    and her eyes wide with fear. Neville instinctively glanced behind her, but nothing
    had chased her out of Hogwarts.

    He held out his hands. Hermione grabbed hold of them and panted, bent almost
    double. Neville got concerned. He had never seen Hermione like this before. He patted
    her back and kept glancing around, his hand that wasn't patting her closed around his
    wand.

    Hermione got her breath back, enough to talk, in about thirty seconds. "I
    overheard Dumbledore talking," she whispered. "I was late to dinner, and he
    was—talking to some—people in a room off the entrance hall. Aurors, Neville. He
    said—he said they had to help him. And they said they were—going to Longbottom
    Manor."

    "Gran."

    Neville didn't even recognize his own voice. He let go of Hermione and turned back
    to Hogwarts. He wanted to go right back there and confront Dumbledore—

    "No, Neville! That's what he wants you to do!"

    Hermione was right, Neville realized, and he stopped in misery. If he went back
    there, Dumbledore would probably never let him leave again, but he had no idea what
    to do to save Gran. He couldn't Apparate, he couldn't use any of the Floos in
    Hogwarts, and he couldn't make a Portkey—

    Wait.


    "Do you think there's any chance that he saw you coming out here?" he demanded of
    Hermione in a tone that made her look startled, but she answered immediately.

    "I don't know. I backed away from the door and ran to find you as soon as I heard
    what they were talking about, but they could have heard me."

    "Okay. This is what we're going to do. Professor McGonagall's office still doesn't
    have anyone living in it, and those spells 'guarding' the door are a joke, because
    Umbridge said she had to be able to go in at any time, remember? We're going to sneak
    in there and use the Floo to leave from there."

    "Oh, Neville, I don't know."

    "I mean, you don't have to come with me if you don't want to," Neville said,
    releasing her arm. She might not want to leave Hogwarts and Ron and Gryffindor.
    They'd never discussed it. "But I think this is the best chance. We have to go now,
    before Dumbledore can know that I know Gran's not coming."

    Hermione opened her mouth, but Ron was the one who answered, tearing abruptly
    along the path behind them. He was so pale that Neville thought he had blood on his
    face for a second, before realizing it was his freckles.

    "No time. The Aurors are coming. I heard Dumbledore talking. Saying they had to be
    sure of your loyalty, Nev, and there are more Aurors coming here." Ron tossed
    something he'd been holding at Neville, and Neville caught it before he thought about
    it. It was a broom. "We have to get out of here, and there's only one way to do
    it."

    "Oh, dear," said Hermione in a faint voice. Neville didn't feel much better
    himself. He'd broken his wrist in his very first flying lesson, and Gran had never
    let him forget it. Hermione might be worse, since Neville didn't think she'd done any
    flying since Madam Hooch's lessons in their first year. "No—Ron, we can't—"

    "Mr. Longbottom!"

    The voice came from the school, and all Neville needed to see was a glimpse of a
    red robe. He honestly wasn't staying for anything else. He turned and grabbed the
    broom, stuffing it under him. Then he took off.

    There was a terrifying rush of wind past his ears, and Neville would have closed
    his eyes, except that would have been even worse. He heard himself making
    soft noises of pain and panic, and he glanced back only long enough to be sure that
    Ron and Hermione were both behind him. Ron was flying right next to Hermione, who had
    her hand stretched out to him and clasped around his arm.

    The first Stunner swept past them.

    "Swerve!" Ron yelled, and did it, tugging Hermione along with him. Hermione
    sounded like she thought she was going to fall off the broom with every twist of the
    wind.

    Neville shivered. He should have been a great Quidditch player, some people had
    told him, and there was no ignoring the disappointment in their eyes when he had to
    tell them how scared he was of flying.

    But it was like when Hermione had asked who he was more scared of disappointing,
    his Gran or Dumbledore. He swerved, and flew around in a spiral, and the next Stunner
    missed them, and by the time the Aurors thought to try something else, they were
    flying too high.

    At least the small noises he could hear when he caught up with Ron and Hermione
    were hers, not his.

    "Where to?" Ron asked, tilting his head at Neville.

    Neville thought about it. Longbottom Manor wasn't safe, not if they had Gran. He
    swallowed. They would have to go somewhere that had post-owls, because he didn't have
    any other way to send a message to Harry.

    "The only good thing about this," said Hermione, her voice thin and high with fear
    but still audible across the distance, "is that Dumbledore won't want to tell anyone
    what happened right away. To have them know he lost you and took your
    grandmother captive."

    Neville nodded. That decided him. His family wasn't the only loyal one. "Can you
    find your way to the Burrow from here?" he asked, glancing at Ron.

    Ron gave a faint, sickly smile, but it grew stronger as Neville watched, maybe
    because Hermione was there, too. "Did I ever tell you about the time that Fred and
    George took me along with them to fly most of England when I was seven?"

    Neville had to laugh, and try to forget the yawning void beneath him. "Bet your
    Mum wasn't too pleased."

    "'Course she wasn't. In fact…"

    Hermione kept relaxing as Ron told the story, and Neville did the same thing. And
    they swept south under the running clouds, and Neville tried to hope that his
    grandmother was okay, and Dumbledore hadn't done something horrible with her.

    

    "You are the only one who can keep the boy safe by telling me where he is most
    likely to go, Augusta."

    Augusta said nothing. She remained in the chair of the desk in the warded
    classroom that Albus had decided to guard her in. It had taken a lot of influence
    with the Ministry to get them to arrest Augusta in the first place, and even more to
    make the Aurors release her to Albus's custody. His favors were drained for a long
    time, now.

    Albus shut his eyes and rubbed his forehead wearily. This had been a day of
    disasters, more than any other he could remember. He'd had to arrest the
    Boy-Who-Lived's guardian, then the Boy-Who-Lived had slipped through his fingers, and
    although the Aurors who had been with Albus had sworn themselves to secrecy readily
    enough, not wanting to be embarrassed either, someone would notice Neville and his
    friends were gone quickly.

    And if the Longbottoms had a safehouse somewhere that only members of the family
    could access—fairly common in the old and paranoid pure-blood lines—then Albus might
    never find Neville until long after the political questions had been decided.

    "Neville is safe?"

    "I don't know," Albus said instantly. Those were the first words Augusta had
    spoken since Albus and the Aurors had taken her into custody. "I need to know. That's
    why I need you to tell me where he might have gone."

    Augusta frowned a little and touched the upper button of her robe. "Why should I
    reveal something I don't know myself?"

    "But you would know the location of all the Longbottom safehouses."

    Augusta seemed to muse a moment. "I want to know if Neville is safe right
    now before I reveal anything to you."

    Albus exhaled a small breath of relief. This sounded promising. "I can't tell you
    that, not for sure. What I know is that he fled the school on brooms with his friends
    Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger. They turned south, the last we saw them. I know
    that the Aurors didn't manage to Stun them, and Neville was safely balanced on the
    broom the last time I saw him."

    Augusta nodded distantly. Then she looked up, and Albus found himself recoiling a
    little at the hatred like a beacon in her eyes.

    "I wondered," said Augusta, "about the wisdom of entrusting Neville to you, when I
    saw the way you were having him trained. But I knew there was little chance
    Neville would survive the war if left on his own, so I allowed it. I wanted him to
    live more than I wanted him to grow up with an untroubled childhood.

    "But now I see that he really is just a political pawn. You've been spending more
    time on rousing the Order of the Phoenix lately than you have on keeping the school
    safe. Act like the Headmaster you are, Albus, not a war general!"

    Albus couldn't get his breath to speak before Augusta spun the button on the top
    of her robes hard. There was a stomach-twisting spiral of colors, and Albus didn't
    manage to lunge forwards quickly enough. Augusta dissolved and vanished, spirited
    away by the Portkey they'd never thought to search for.

    He'd never thought she was that cunning.

    Albus lowered his head and closed his eyes. Their confrontation with Umbridge,
    which he'd planned for this evening, was ruined. Aurors all over the castle meant it
    couldn't proceed as he had wanted, and Dolores was indeed strutting around, not
    knowing why the Aurors were here but relishing in their apparent support.

    He was losing the war.

    And because of selfish boys and selfish old women who will not see that I may
    not be a war general in any formal fashion, but this way is the only hope we have of
    winning the war. If the Horcruxes are real…

    Albus sighed out, and prepared to pick up the pieces and salvage what he could
    from them. He would still win the war.

    But it was so much harder now, and so many more lives would be lost.

    Selfish old woman.
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    Chapter Forty-Five-Of Limited Help

    "Of course you can stay here, if that's what you need to do."

    Neville gave Mrs. Weasley a tired smile and dropped the broom into the middle of
    the Weasleys' garden. He was still amazed that they had made it all the way to the
    Burrow without someone falling off in midair. His arms ached, and his legs ached, and
    even his tongue ached, as if he'd been lifting weights with it.

    Hermione staggered in with Ron's arm around her waist. Mrs. Weasley turned to look
    at them, and Neville saw the way her face softened.

    "Of course you can stay here," she repeated, and turned back to Neville. "Although
    I think this must all be a misunderstanding with Headmaster Dumbledore."

    Neville swallowed and didn't try to respond to that. They only needed shelter for
    one night, he hoped. Then they could either be on their way to Harry, or he could
    find out what happened to his Gran and go to her.

    "Thanks, Mum," Ron said, and flopped down at the table, looking around with tired
    eyes. "Where're Fred and George?" They had actually left the school last month, after
    a fairly dramatic confrontation with Umbridge.

    "At that shop of theirs." Mrs. Weasley's voice was dark as she started to crack
    eggs into a pan. Neville smiled. It was almost ten-o'clock at night, but of course
    his best friend's mum thought that was the best time to have them eat. "I told them
    they need at least eleven OWLs each to make people take them seriously, but they
    don't want to listen." She cast a charm that began to whisk the eggs vigorously
    around.

    "I'm probably not going to have eleven OWLS either, Mum."

    "This is a misunderstanding that we'll get straightened out," said Mrs. Weasley
    hastily, and went on talking. "And they wanted to test one of those charms that
    supposedly gives someone chicken feathers on your father. They'll be lucky
    if I let them back in the house any time soon."

    Neville relaxed for a while, a very little while, into the flow of sharp words and
    worried ones, and ate the excellent scrambled eggs, and then went upstairs to the
    Weasleys' little Owlery. They'd finally got two new owls last year, when Neville
    pretended that his Gran's didn't have room for some of the birds anymore.

    The larger tawny owl, Horus, who had brilliant yellow eyes and black marks to the
    edge of his feathers, hooted in excitement when he saw Neville. Neville knew he
    hadn't minded being sent here to the Weasleys, but he'd also been at home in the
    Longbottom Owlery, and probably sorry to leave.

    "I have a letter for you," Neville whispered. "Or I will in a minute, all
    right?"

    Horus hooted again and twisted his head about importantly while Neville sat down
    to write the letter. The other owls ignored him. Poor Errol looked as if he might be
    doing it because he was dead.

    Neville made sure the letter he wrote to Harry wasn't long. He explained the very
    basic outlines of the situation, and that Ron and Hermione had come with him, and
    that they were in hiding at the Weasleys' right now because they thought Gran and
    Longbottom Manor were both in danger. Then he asked Harry to let all three of them
    stay, and held out the letter. Horus snatched it eagerly and barely let Neville say
    it was for Harry Potter before he launched himself out the window.

    Neville stood where he was, petting Errol, who didn't notice, and watching the
    shape of Horus fade. He wondered for a moment if Harry was doing what he, Neville,
    should have done, hiding in secret and working to end the war.

    But for once, he found it pretty easy to get rid of the self-doubt and just say to
    himself that at least he was helping Harry now.

    

    Harry ran his fingers over the letter, and sighed. He wondered for a moment if
    Neville and his friends really wanted to come into a house that was as tense and
    quiet as it had been since Harry had taken out Snape's eye.

    Except for the potions and spells necessary to try and heal that eye as much as he
    could, Black hadn't come out of his room since. He hadn't spoken to Harry
    since. Harry was surprised by how much he missed him. On the other hand, it also
    proved that their connection was easily severed. Harry would have to do what he could
    and work alone.

    Of course, he would write back and tell Neville he could come. He'd already
    discussed with Black that they would have to come here, Neville and his Gran and
    anyone else who fled with him. Black hadn't seemed to think he would come alone.

    "Harry?"

    Harry looked around in surprise. Think of the devil. Black stood with his
    arms folded in the doorway of the library, hunched as if he were cold. Harry tilted
    his head in welcome since he couldn't think of what else to do.

    Black moved slowly in, slinking like Professor McGonagall in her cat form. He took
    a chair across from Harry and stared at him hard. Harry stared back. He honestly had
    no idea what to do or say, and he didn't think that was because of his differences
    from other people.

    "Do you understand why I was so angry at you?"

    "Yes. You think I'm better than that. Terry explained it to me," Harry added when
    Black started. "I didn't come up with it on my own."

    "I see. I shouldn't have expected you to." Black sighed and leaned back to stare
    at the ceiling. "And do you agree?"

    "That I'm morally better than Snape? Not really. And I don't understand why you
    think that I should be better, but you give him a pass. Is it because he's older, or
    you knew him as a Death Eater? I can explain what the Dursleys did to me, if you
    really want an excuse for the way I am."

    Black turned slowly towards Harry again. "You're angry."

    "Of course I bloody am. You abandoned me the instant I defended myself against
    someone attacking me."

    "The scratch was a defense. The eye-"

    "Long-term defense. The way you're always telling me I should think. You
    keep saying Snape is insane and dangerous. Then why is he still here? Why would we
    rely on any potion he brewed that you knew was for me in any way? Why do we coddle
    him and say that it's understandable for him to attack me?"

    "I..."

    "He had Wild around his fingers that could have killed me. That was what he
    planned to do, grab me and choke me until I died. Are you still sympathetic to him
    now? Do you still care more about my moral purity than my life?"

    Harry hadn't realized he was shouting until he heard the way the words came out of
    his throat. Unnerved, he took a quiet step back. Black, meanwhile, was staring at
    Harry as if he had never seen him before.

    "No. I never cared...more about your moral purity than your life."

    "Good." Harry wasn't sure what he would have said if Black had decided the other
    way. He didn't want to stay here, though, not with Black staring at him as if his
    eyes could burn holes in Harry's body. He turned around to leave.

    "Harry. Listen to me, please."

    Shivering with reluctance, Harry turned back around. Black had sat in his chair
    again and held out one hand. As if he would soothe a wild animal, Harry thought, and
    this time the comparison irritated him in a way it normally didn't.

    "I did think that you should be the better person and spare Severus." Black was
    talking low, rapidly, as if he needed to reach a certain point in his words before
    Harry decided against them. "But now that I think about it, I'm not sure why. If
    Severus hadn't tried to attack you, because you never visited him again, I think it
    would have been me. He's...gone. Before you took his eye, part of his mind was gone.
    Or his restraint. I think he started to go mad when you took away his Dark Mark."

    "Yes, blame me for freeing him."

    "I don't blame you. The seeds of madness were probably planted long before that."
    Black sighed and rubbed his face, and then gave Harry a look that was the most normal
    one Harry had seen on his face in a long time. "What I think you need to do is
    consider your best way forwards."

    "My best way?"

    "Can it be found in using Severus? Or freeing him?"

    "I plan to do neither. Although, if you free him, then I'll have to consider you
    an enemy," Harry had to add, because he thought Black might be weary enough to do it.
    "I plan to ignore him. And what happens to him after the war is what happens."

    "After the war? You think you're going to play a part in defeating the Dark Lord
    and not merely healing your parents?"

    Harry snorted. "Of course. Lord Dudders is hardly going to forgive me for taking
    his snake and so many of his Death Eaters. I can't prevent every move he would make,
    but I can predict some of them. He'll probably come and hammer on the wards himself,
    soon."

    Black visibly paled, even beneath the mask of pallor and grime that Harry thought
    he'd developed staying up nights to take care of Snape. "I'm not sure that my
    ancestors' wards could stand up to him. They were paranoid, yes, and they
    had years to construct them, but none of them anticipated a wizard as powerful as the
    Dark Lord existing."

    Harry shrugged. He hadn't ever felt how strong Lord Dudders was, so he supposed he
    would have to wait until he did to really understand Black's fear. But he knew one
    thing right now. "I'm going to create a trap that can catch him."

    "What's it going to use?"

    "My animals."

    Black immediately narrowed his eyes. "Your spiders and wasps were effective
    against the Death Eaters, Harry, but they're of much less power and cunning than the
    Dark Lord. and now that you've used them once, they're not such a surprise."

    Harry curled his lip a little. "How is Lord Dudders going to know the exact
    specifics of that? It's not as though his Death Eaters can escape to report to him,
    and he knows that I can use Transfiguration, I'm sure, but not the whole. If
    anything, the reports Snape gave him would encourage him to underestimate me."

    Black shook his head. "The Dark Lord has his ways of learning the truth."

    Harry rolled his eyes. "I don't intend to let paranoia get in the way of trapping
    him and killing him." He cocked his head. "That reminds me. Neville wants to come to
    the house with Weasley and Granger. You're inclined to let them do that?"

    "I...yes, of course they can. The Muggleborn girl will have to stay out of some
    areas of the house. They're primed to react to people like her."

    Harry just nodded. "Then you can be the one in charge of telling her that. I need
    Neville to help me with the trap for Lord Dudders. And I need to know if
    you're going to cooperate and work with me, instead of just attacking me and
    whining about how I ought to be a morally better person than I am."

    "I would never attack you."

    "The doubt and scoldings that you've given me so far are pretty much the same
    thing."

    Black closed his eyes. "I'm not Snape."

    "Not a physical attack. If you find yourself thinking that you need to restrain me
    for my own good, however..."

    Black kept his eyes shut, and for long moments, Harry thought that would be the
    last communication he would get from him. Finally, he murmured, "I always intended to
    stand with you, Harry. You matter more to me than you know, more than just my
    brother's godson would. You're..."

    He didn't finish the sentence, which was probably just as well. Harry said
    briskly, "Then I'll write back to Neville and tell him that he and his friends are
    welcome here." He paused, weighing various words and the relief he felt that Black
    had agreed to work with him, which he knew was more than just the relief that the
    master of the house wouldn't be his enemy.

    "Thank you, Regulus."

    By the time Black had opened his eyes in what Harry was certain was astonishment,
    Harry had already slipped past him and left the room. He walked with his head bowed,
    his mind brewing with plans.

    Plans that would only work if he was right about the snake, or semi-right about
    the snake. He wouldn't know that until Neville got there.

    But at least thinking about it was a nice distraction from the prickling heat in
    his cheeks.

    

    Neville flinched a little as he stepped into the house that Harry had invited him
    to. The magic in the air was so thick that he could feel it pushing against him,
    eddying around his body, and even looking at him with doubting eyes. The old
    ancestors who'd enchanted Longbottom Manor had nothing on the ones who'd set
    up the wards here.

    "Neville?"

    Of course, there was a reason I came, he thought, and held out a hand to
    Harry as he came down the stairs. There was a slim grey cat on his shoulder and a
    little rustle of movement by his feet that Neville decided not to think too much
    about. "Hi, Harry. Thank you so much for letting us come."

    Harry nodded as he grasped Neville's hand, and for a second he smiled. "Thank you
    for saying you would help me with the snake," he said, and his eyes went to Hermione
    and Ron. "Granger, there are some areas of the house you'll have to stay out of since
    you're Muggleborn."

    "What?"

    "You're the soul of tact, Harry," said Black, appearing in the doorway behind
    Harry and nodding to them all. "I'm afraid that has to do with my ancestors'
    paranoia, Miss Granger. They always thought Muggleborns would storm the house someday
    and cost them their freedom, so they insisted on these ridiculous protections."

    Neville could feel Hermione stiffen, but she must have read about something like
    this before, because the next second she cleared her throat and said, "Thank you for
    offering me sanctuary anyway, Mr. Black."

    "I don't share my ancestors' prejudices. On the other hand, I can't dismantle
    their work without also changing some of the wards around the house that you came
    here for. I'll show you the places that are off limits."

    While Black and Hermione talked, Neville moved in to study Harry. He hadn't seen
    him so thin and with such dark circles around his eyes at Hogwarts, he thought. Then
    again, Harry hadn't been under this kind of stress at Hogwarts.

    "How are you?" he asked. Ron drifted like a shadow behind him, but he
    didn't try to interfere in the conversation, which Neville was grateful for.

    "I may be closer to figuring out what's happening with that snake," said Harry,
    "and it would make me feel better if I can solve that problem." He paused. "Do you
    mind going now to look at her?"

    "Harry," Black said, without looking away from Hermione. He started talking to her
    again a second later.

    Harry grimaced and looked at Neville. "Of course we don't need to go look at her
    right now," he said, quickly and reluctantly, as though Black had forced him to
    consider something he would rather not think about. "I mean, you can always-"

    "I don't mind going down now," Neville interrupted. It seemed Black was trying to
    teach Harry tact, but it was unnecessary in this case. "Can Ron come?"

    "If he doesn't mind being around me and won't panic at the sight of the snake,"
    Harry answered, already moving towards a set of stairs that presumably led towards
    the cellar.

    "'Course not," Ron muttered, sounding embarrassed.

    Neville tried not to mind the dark atmosphere of the house that seemed to press on
    them the more heavily the more stairs they descended. Black had said that a lot of it
    was just his ancestors' paranoia. Neville had lived behind heavy wards all his life.
    He just had to put up with it.

    And it was brilliant of Harry to let them stay here, or get them invited
    here, and to want Neville's help with some of the brilliant magical projects he was
    always doing. That was the main reason Neville didn't mind helping.

    

    Harry halted in front of the cage where Lord Dudders's snake coiled. For once, she
    wasn't flinging herself against the bars and hissing. She was wrapped around two of
    the bars and tugging silently on them.

    She stopped the instant Neville stepped into the room, and focused on him. Her
    mouth opened. Neville swayed a little at the wave of hissing that came out. Harry
    watched, and envied Neville. It was the only thing Neville had that he might have
    wanted, the ability to speak to snakes.

    "Her name's Nagini," Neville whispered. "And she thought I was her master until I
    entered the room." Light beads of sweat stood out along his forehead.

    Harry stepped closer to the cage. For the first time, Nagini didn't pay any
    attention to him. She was slithering back and forth in front of the side of the bars
    closest to Neville, her tail hitting the bottom of the cage emphatically.

    "Can you feel anything from her?" Harry asked, as he moved over to the side and
    deposited Spellmaker on the floor. If any of his animals could help him with this
    kind of magic, he thought it would be the cat he had formed from Bellatrix's
    wand.

    "What should Neville be feeling?" Weasley had remained near the door, and he was
    glancing back and forth between Harry, Neville, and Nagini in a perplexed way.

    "I don't know. That's what I want him to concentrate on," Harry said.

    He knew what he expected Neville to feel from the snake; he knew what he
    wanted to do to capture Lord Dudders. The problem was that it would make no sense if
    he tried to explain it to anyone else, and he didn't want to waste the time with
    words right now.

    He waited, instead, while Neville paced towards Nagini and hissed a question at
    her. She hissed back, but Harry had to admit he couldn't tell if there were any words
    in there. He sighed. Perhaps he could come up with a spell that would translate
    Parseltongue for him.

    "That doesn't make much sense."

    Harry shrugged at Weasley, but Neville frowned at him. That seemed to mean he was
    concentrating, and from the way he abruptly stepped forwards and knelt down next to
    the cage, Harry thought he really was feeling something. Neville would
    ordinarily have been too frightened to get that close to a venomous snake.

    "What can you feel?" Harry tried to keep his voice low and encouraging, unlike
    Weasley's nerve-shattering whine.

    "I can feel...she has an empty place in her."

    Harry breathed out slowly. He'd been right.

    "Like there was something in her that's missing now. She compares it to a tooth
    that grew in the wrong direction and someone removed it, but she misses it now that
    it's out." Neville hissed some more, and then one of his hands rose and traced a
    random pattern in the air. His eyes were sternly closed, Harry saw, listening to some
    silent communication from the snake. "She thinks she stopped moving."

    Death, probably. If Harry's theory was right, Nagini would have died for
    at least a moment after Lucius hit her with the Killing Curse. The piece of soul in
    her would have attracted her own life force as it parted from her, and it would have
    taken time for that life force to return to her body.

    "I don't understand, though," said Neville abruptly as he turned away from
    Nagini's cage and focused on Harry again. "Why does she think that I have
    something to do with whatever she's missing? I was only near her once before. Not
    when V-Voldemort did whatever he did to her."

    Harry flicked his eyes to Weasley, assessing. Of course, he would have to tell
    Minerva and Regulus this in the end, but he wasn't sure if he should trust Neville's
    friends with secrets like this.

    "You can trust Ron."

    Of course Neville would say that. Then again, Harry thought of the wards on the
    Black house and the way that Regulus hadn't told Harry half of what he could do with
    them, and the effective way they'd stood up to the Death Eaters' attack. If he had
    to, then Harry knew that Regulus could slam down the wards and keep Weasley and
    Granger, or their owls, from leaving.

    "Lord Dudders has to have some way to come back from the brink of death," he told
    Neville, ignoring the way Weasley snorted at Lord Dudders's nickname. "I've felt
    something strange about the Wild around this snake since I first captured her. It's
    similar to the Dark Marks, but not the same. It's a hole deeper than one in her life
    force or even a wizard's magic. It has to be the soul."

    Neville turned pale and sick-looking. "You think she's-I'm-a Horcrux?"

    Harry took a step forwards. He hadn't heard the word, but from the way Neville's
    face almost glowed in the darkness of the cellar, he was sure it mattered. "What's a
    Horcrux? How do you know what it is? I haven't even come across it in my reading in
    the Black library, and that has a lot of Dark Arts books."

    "I know a lot of magical theory even if I can't do much practical magic," Neville
    said, and ignored Ron's faithful protest. "A Horcrux is a container for a piece of
    soul. Most people who make one are driven mad by the process. It's twisted, and evil,
    and it tears the soul." He looked near tears. "You think Voldemort made
    more than one?"

    "I think that's what it has to be. The part of soul that was in Nagini probably
    died when she was hit with the Killing Curse-"

    "The what?" Neville and Ron squawked simultaneously.

    "Lucius Malfoy hit her with a Killing Curse," Harry repeated calmly. "She fell
    dead for an instant and then came back to life. I think there's no explanation for it
    that doesn't come back to a Horcrux."

    "And that means I'm one, too."

    Harry moved swiftly forwards and grasped Neville's arm before he could faint or
    start crying. "And because of that," he said, holding Neville and speaking the words
    firmly, "I have a way to actually defeat Lord Dudders forever."

    Neville stared back at him forever before he chose to acknowledge Harry's words.
    Then he swallowed and nodded.

    "If you say so," he muttered.

    And Harry felt himself lifted by the waves of faith emanating from Neville, and
    managed a much broader smile than he'd thought he ever would when discussing
    something as hard to win against as Horcruxes.

    "I can prove it," he said, and started to explain some of the details of his plan
    to trap Lord Dudders. He had the words now.
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    Chapter Forty-Six—Images of the Soul

    "How much have you actually studied songbirds, Mr. Potter?"

    "You usually call me Harry," Harry pointed out without looking up from the notes
    spread around him, notes that he'd taken from the extensive books in this section of
    the Black library. "You must be really concerned right now."

    Professor McGonagall sighed and took the seat beside him. Harry knew without
    looking that she would be weary and frowning at him, so he still didn't lift his eyes
    from his notes. It wasn't his business how this trap was affecting her.

    But then she reached out and took hold of his right hand, and Harry had to stop
    writing. He looked at her, and paused. She had more than weariness in her face. There
    was fear.

    "Neville described the outlines of your plan to me."

    "I knew he must have, or you wouldn't know enough to reference songbirds."

    "You are proceeding along the lines of-untested theory would be the least of it."
    Professor McGonagall shook her head. "I will accept that you have an intuitive
    understanding of the Wild that most other wizards do not, or you would never have
    been able to make such progress in Transfiguration. But what you are doing is
    extending that theory by analogy and guess. You must be certain to trap
    You-Know-Who."

    "Why?" Harry asked calmly. "I don't think Dumbledore is certain. He either didn't
    know about Neville being a Horcrux and was going to send him into battle anyway, or
    he did know and he's working on some plan he never revealed to anyone else.
    Everyone would have to deal with doubt and uncertainty. I'm only doing the
    same thing. And my plan has a better chance of working than anything Dumbledore could
    have done."

    "How do you know that?"

    "Because I have Neville's cooperation."

    Professor McGonagall blinked. "Well, yes, that's something I didn't think of," she
    said, and leaned back in her chair a little while Harry fought the urge to say that a
    lot of people didn't think of Neville. "But I don't...would you be willing
    to explain your plan to me in a little more detail?"

    "Yes." Harry shoved the notes over so that Professor McGonagall could see them. "I
    understood the gap in Nagini's Wild finally, the way I told Neville. That was what
    led to us figuring out she was a Horcrux. Lord Dudders scatters little pieces of his
    life force all over the place, when he makes the Dark Marks. That's not the same as a
    soul, but we can still use Death Eaters we've captured."

    "We're not going to torture them?"

    Harry looked at her and waited until she flinched a little and looked away. "No
    more than I did Bellatrix." He also wanted to add that what he'd done to Snape wasn't
    torture, it was hurting, and it had worked, because it got him to back off.
    But Professor McGonagall was nodding, and Harry saw no real reason to raise that
    issue with her right now.

    "Very well." Professor McGonagall tried to sit up a little. "How do you think
    these left-behind pieces of the Wild make him vulnerable?"

    "They bring parts of him out into the world and leave them scattered like pieces
    of meat for a predator to pick up. Maybe it wouldn't matter if his soul wasn't
    unstable from the Horcruxes. But now we have Nagini, who was both a Horcrux and
    something he invested a lot of his Wild in. No snake is that smart
    naturally. He infused her with life-force."

    "He Transfigured her?"

    "He infused her with life-force," Harry repeated. "He desired her to be
    smarter-and maybe be more capable of hosting his spirit when he was wandering around
    as a ghost, too. That's something Neville said he saw in his visions. And that made
    her a creature of his desires the way that Yar and Cross and all the rest are
    creatures of mine."

    Professor McGonagall made a soft, thoughtful noise. "All right. What do you intend
    to use Nagini to do?"

    "She's the crux," said Harry, and saw the confusion in her eyes. "Not
    Horcrux. But she's the only thing we have that had both a piece of his soul
    and a piece of his Wild. I can reach out and influence other pieces of his soul and
    his Wild through them. Neville has to be there because I need him to identify what a
    Horcrux feels like. She has an absence, but that's not enough. And I need the other
    Death Eaters for the same reason, to learn what his Wild really feels like when I'm
    not fighting it or damaging it to gain control of a Dark Mark."

    Professor McGonagall put out a light hand to touch the book that Harry had been
    reading. "Why are you researching material on songbirds?"

    "Because I think that's what it's going to be like," Harry said, and met her eyes,
    and sighed a little. "You know that songbirds use their songs to warn each other to
    stay away from trees, and mates, and to fight?"

    Professor McGonagall nodded.

    "I can hear the Wild. The way it hums around someone, the way it hums
    around the Dark Mark. It's easiest to think of it as a song. And I need to learn what
    a Horcrux sounds like, from listening to Neville, and to Nagini if I can-if the
    absence sings strongly enough. Then I can lay out a pattern of notes the way a
    songbird does. There's me, in the middle, with Neville and the Death Eaters beside
    me, and there's Lord Dudders somewhere far away, with the last piece of his soul
    singing in him. I don't think he has much left. And I can reach out from there and
    find out what other things he has in the world singing like him. I need to know what
    both Horcruxes and his Wild sound like so I can ignore the sounds of other Dark
    Marks. And then-"

    "Then you can find the Horcruxes," Professor McGonagall whispered, sounding
    disbelieving. "How many do you think there are?"

    "I don't know. Only that the diary and Nagini's Horcruxes have been destroyed. I
    need to know where they are to figure out how many there are." Harry tapped the book
    again. "That's why I'm learning what people have learned about the way birds sing.
    They map it, you know? Sometimes there's one pattern of songs in one place,
    and a different pattern in another. And sometimes birds are singing close together
    and other times they have huge territories. I need to figure out different patterns.
    Otherwise, I'll only know things like direction and maybe distance for the Horcruxes.
    I won't know where they are, just north. Or in a big cavern that has echoes. I think
    I can find them better if I have a different series of maps in my mind. Then I can
    fit them into a pattern that has my birds at them-"

    "You actually intend to create songbirds?" Professor McGonagall interrupted,
    sounding stunned.

    "Of course. Then I'll send them out to sing, and move further and further away,
    and have clusters of songs in my mind. And wherever the cluster of them nearest the
    Horcrux is singing, that's how I'll know where it is. Robins in Cornwall, and
    swallows in Wales, and-"

    "I do not think that you can do this."

    "I intend to do it anyway."

    Professor McGonagall closed her eyes and swallowed, while Harry waited patiently
    for the thought he was sure was coming. Then she looked at him again, and said, "I
    don't think you should do it."

    "Why not?"

    "Because it sounds wildly complex and likely to fail. You should come up with
    something simpler to defeat You-Know-Who."

    "Everyone's simpler plans have failed, too. And no one has had all these captured
    Death Eaters to experiment with before, and no one knows the Wild like I do. I'm not
    the only one who could possibly do this, but I'm the only one who could do it with
    this plan. Dumbledore isn't about to. Lord Dudders won't just sit back and
    wait for someone to defeat him, either." Harry paused. Professor McGonagall's eyes
    were dull, the way Yar's were when she hadn't hunted in a while. "What is it?"

    Professor McGonagall looked off to the side. Harry waited. Then she turned to him
    and said, "Will you allow me to cast a spell on you, Mr. Potter?"

    "That depends on what it is."

    "There is a spell that can sometimes allow one person to see what another's
    Animagus form is," Professor McGonagall said, her voice soft. "It's not often used
    because both the caster and the recipient have to be skilled in Transfiguration, and
    even then, it can fail because it requires a mastery of the Wild. I do not have that
    like you do, but I can sense the Wild."

    Harry tilted his head. "Why would you want to cast it on me?"

    "Because I am one of those who believes the Animagus form reveals something deep
    and personal about the wizard." Professor McGonagall paused as if bracing herself for
    ridicule, and then went on. "Something about the soul, if you will. I did
    not know your father's Animagus form until after that horrible night when he and your
    mother were tortured, but a stag is often seen as proud and protective, which would
    suit James. And Sirius as a dog made sense. He was loyal beyond most
    Hufflepuffs."

    "The main question is why you feel you need to see my soul."

    

    He's quick. So quick. Too quick?

    But Minerva reminded herself about all the things Harry didn't know, or
    understand, like the way he still focused on healing his parents and didn't
    acknowledge many of the practical difficulties in the way, and nodded, her gaze fixed
    on Harry.

    "I am uncertain of you, sometimes," she said. "I don't know whether I should stop
    you from some of the things you plan on doing. Whether you have—you have the
    intelligence to do this, Harry, of course you do. But I don't know if you have
    the…stamina of soul."

    Her voice sank despite herself. These were old theories of the sort that voicing
    to colleagues, like Albus, would have got her scorned for. It was unexpectedly hard
    for her to say them to Harry, for all she knew that for him the Wild was more than a
    theory, and was the whole cornerstone of his gift in Transfiguration.

    Harry examined her without scorn. Of course, for him, that kind of academic
    prejudice simply didn't exist.

    But neither did many of the reasons behind Minerva's concern, the reasons that she
    wanted to see his Animagus form.

    "Okay."

    "What?" Minerva blinked and came back from her contemplation, staring at
    Harry.

    "If it will make you feel better," said Harry, and slung himself to the side on
    the chair so that he could face her fully. "And make you stop worrying that I can't
    do this. Your doubt could hurt me later, when I'm actually trying to accomplish
    it."

    He would make this about his plan, Minerva thought, but her heart still
    beat warmly, because Harry had said something connected to her feelings first.

    She aimed her wand at him and let the concentration necessary for the spell flow
    through her bones and veins. She could do this. She wanted to see Harry's
    Animagus form, and she wouldn't feel differently about him no matter what it turned
    out to be. She only wanted to learn from it.

    "Comprendo animam animalhominis."

    The spell left her with a heavy, sticky feeling of golden light tumbling in the
    air, nothing like the swift zip of most incantations. Minerva sat back and swallowed.
    The magic looked the way it was supposed to, and Harry didn't resist as it
    settled over him, draping his shoulders and head like a hood for a moment before it
    sank into the skin.

    That didn't mean it had actually worked. Minerva wouldn't know that until she
    saw it working.

    But an instant later, the air between her and Harry turned transparent, and then
    ice-colored, forming a white field as if for the display of an image, and she knew it
    had.

    Minerva swallowed, a little surprised as the curling, growing vine-like outlines
    of the picture formed an image that wasn't very large. She had thought, at least with
    part of her own experience, that Harry would have to be a large predator, perhaps a
    cat, ruthless in his goals and fighting for his own survival.

    But the image that formed was considerably smaller than that—and oddly hunched. It
    didn't make sense until Minerva managed to look past her own preconceptions and see
    that the image that formed had bloody prey locked under one claw.

    Smaller than expected. Winged. Taloned. Head twisted so that the image was staring
    straight at Minerva, gaping its beak threateningly.

    Harry in his Animagus form would have grey feathers, and a darker back and head,
    and staring, mad orange eyes. It was only those eyes that let Minerva, who didn't
    know that much about hawks, identify him for sure.

    A goshawk. He would be a goshawk.

    They were known for being madly aggressive defenders of their nests, and that
    could include attacking humans and bears. They would pursue their prey anywhere,
    Minerva had heard—down burrows, into thick brush, into circumstances that would
    almost certainly result in their deaths. Once they were committed, no force on earth
    could turn them aside.

    Yes, it's appropriate, Minerva decided, and blinked as the image
    dissolved. Harry watched her from beyond where it had been, his hand resting on the
    book they'd been discussing like a goshawk's talon resting on prey.

    Looking at him, Minerva had to swallow against her fear and her enormous, enormous
    pride.

    "Do you think I have the stamina of soul now?" Harry asked, barely moving his
    lips.

    It would have been embarrassing, probably to both of them, to speak all her
    thoughts aloud, but Minerva realized one thing she could say. Harry would
    have studied more kinds of birds than eagles when he was laboring to create Yar.
    Minerva inclined her head and murmured, "You are a goshawk."

    Harry smiled a little, slowly, his shoulders relaxing. "Yes."

    "Yes," Minerva echoed, and changed tacks. Since they were going to do this insane
    thing, she needed to know more about it. "Let me help you."

    

    Neville sat with his eyes closed and breathed slowly. He was trying to clear his
    mind the way he had so often when Dumbledore wanted him to practice Occlumency, but
    he thought he was failing.

    This time, though, it was Harry and not Snape or Dumbledore trying to teach him
    this, and it did make a lot of difference.

    "I'm not sensing anything," Neville whispered, and flinched a little when Harry
    moved, with a sharp scraping noise, up the stone stairs to his side. This staircase
    in the back of the house was one of the few places they wouldn't be disturbed by his
    friends or Terry or Black or Professor McGonagall coming in to get a book, or check
    up on them. Or portraits, either, for that matter. Neville had never known a portrait
    as foul-mouthed as some of the Black ones.

    "Try again."

    "You keep saying that," Neville complained, opening his eyes and staring
    at Harry. "That doesn't mean it's going to work!"

    "But it can." Harry stared calmly at him, and Neville shivered a little. He knew
    now that he hadn't really attracted Harry's full attention when they were at
    Hogwarts. Having it focused on him like this was bloody unnerving. "It
    could. If you try a little harder, for a little longer. And if you let me bring
    Nagini here."

    Neville fidgeted. He really hadn't wanted to meditate with Nagini around, even
    though Harry had said she would make it easier to sense the Horcrux. The way she kept
    pleading with him to let her out of the cage and tell her why he had "changed"—she
    still thought he was Voldemort—was too unnerving.

    But he had tried for hours now to sense this "song" Harry had talked about without
    success. And he wanted to overcome his fear, to show that he could be strong and he
    could repay the chance Harry had taken on him.

    "All right. Bring her here."

    Harry raised his eyebrows, but didn't ask if he was sure. It probably would have
    given Neville too much of a chance to back out. He raised his wand and Summoned the
    cage with Nagini inside it instead.

    Nagini was hissing threats as the cage came through the doorway at the bottom of
    the stairs, but as usual, her tune changed when she saw Neville. She reared up and
    tried to make herself as enticing as possible, her hisses soft and resonant.

    "Return to your faithful servant, Master! If I did not protect myself well
    enough, I apologize. Take me out and make me invulnerable again!"

    It was the first proof Neville had had that Nagini understood what had been done
    to her, a little. He held back the temptation to sick up and took a step nearer the
    cage. Nagini immediately stilled and waited.

    "I will make you invulnerable again if you work with me now," Neville
    hissed, and was grateful, not for the first time, that he knew Voldemort had spoken
    in English to his mum before she died. If the last words she'd heard had been
    Parseltongue, then Neville thought he would never have been able to speak it. "I
    must be quiet, and you must be more so."

    "I will be quiet, Master."

    Nagini imitated a statue, and Neville found that reassurance enough to come a
    little closer. Then he stretched out a shaking hand and wrapped his fingers tightly
    around the bars of the cage. Nagini hissed a little, but it had no words, and let
    Neville touch her head, guiding it down until only a small length of space separated
    them.

    Then Neville closed his eyes and returned to the meditation.

    This time, he could sense it immediately—the song in him, and the silence in her.
    There had been something there once; there wasn't now. Nagini's soul, a
    small thing, coiled alone in the great darkness.

    Neville wasn't alone. The song of the Horcrux came from behind another sound that
    he could only sense with such hard concentration that it left him panting. That was
    the sound of his own soul, and it was so familiar to him that he truly couldn't
    "hear" it the way he could a foreign one.

    And the Horcrux's sound was distinctive.

    Neville hated it immediately. It was a thin, vibrating whine, like a mosquito
    blundering against the walls, but it went on and on, and sometimes it dipped down
    into a darker sound that rasped against Neville's teeth. He shuddered a little. He
    had thought he might have some trouble reproducing the song for Harry, but he already
    knew he would never forget it.

    "Neville?"

    Harry's voice was faint and far away. Neville immediately opened his eyes. He'd
    spent enough time alone in the darkness with Nagini's soul and the thing
    inside him. He immediately began to imitate the sound, and Harry wrote down something
    in a complicated musical notation he'd been developing over the last few days.

    By the time Neville had finished, Harry had only a note or more left to scribble.
    He nodded and leaned back on the stair, stretching unselfconsciously. There was a
    strong curl to the grin that made Neville glad when it disappeared.

    "Do you think all the Horcruxes sound the same?" Neville asked, to have something
    to talk about. "I mean, what if the one in me sounds different from whatever other
    ones Voldemort has?"

    "I think they sound the same." Harry sat back and glanced at his parchment
    thoughtfully. "Just as the parts of the Wild that he put into the Dark Marks and into
    Nagini sound the same." He tapped his wand against the parchment, doing something to
    it that had no visible effect to Neville's eyes.

    "I didn't know those parts of the Wild had a song."

    "I don't think most people can hear it." Harry sounded a little baffled at that.
    Neville had noticed that Harry didn't really understand people having different
    desires or interests than he did. "But I can."

    Neville nodded, and watched as Harry rolled up the parchment and flicked his wand
    to send Nagini's cage into the cellars again. Nagini hissed in agitation, but Neville
    forced himself not to listen to what she said. It would only make him sorry for her,
    and that wouldn't really help right now.

    "You think I'm doing something wrong, don't you?"

    Harry was looking at him at with those eyes like a hawk's eyes. Neville started
    and shook his head. "I don't know what you mean."

    "You don't really approve of the way that I'm going about destroying Lord
    Dudders."

    Neville frowned. That surprised him. "I think it's probably going to
    work. I just wish you would let Mr. Black and Professor McGonagall help more."

    "I'm going to let Professor McGonagall. She asked if she could cast a spell on me
    this afternoon that would reassure her I had the strength for it. And now she wants
    to help. Regulus…" Harry shrugged. "I don't know yet. But I thought that you might
    think it was wrong to set out to destroy someone's soul."

    Neville swallowed. "I don't really like it. But I don't see how else we can kill
    him."

    "Neville, will you tell me something?"

    That might be even more of a question he didn't want to answer. But
    Neville only nodded and waited.

    "Why are you still so afraid all the time, even when you got training to defeat
    Lord Dudders from the time you were a child?"

    So that was it. Neville supposed he should really be surprised that Harry hadn't
    asked sooner. He told the truth, though. With Harry, it was usually impossible for
    him not to feel that he should.

    "They kept telling me I had to defeat him. And then Gran would tell me
    how he killed Mum and Dad. She told me that over and over. And then she would say
    that I probably wouldn't defeat him, but I had to try. And Prof—Professor Snape made
    it clear that he never thought I could do Potions. And there was never a good tutor
    for Defense Against the Dark Arts, even though that seemed like it would be the most
    important. And Professor McGonagall got impatient with me when I couldn't get
    Transfiguration right on the first go. And everyone told me how useless being good at
    Herbology was. They all kept telling me, over and over, that I couldn't do it. So how
    could I help being afraid? I was going to die. And I was going to disappoint
    them."

    Harry was silent so long that Neville thought he was thinking about something
    else. And then Harry reached out and silently squeezed his shoulder. Neville gasped a
    little at the strength of that squeeze, and looked at Harry in wonder.

    "They shouldn't have done that. They shouldn't have expected you to be a prodigy
    and then be disappointed in you when you weren't."

    Harry stood up and disappeared, silently, down the stairs.

    Neville took a seat on them again. He didn't really think he was ready to go back
    and talk to Ron and Hermione again.

    He wanted to be silent, with the revelation that someone had
    understood.
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    Chapter Forty-Seven—Singing in the Darkness

    Harry had shut himself in the library at the top of the main stairs and made sure
    to tell everyone not to disturb him. After one glance in his direction, Professor
    McGonagall had agreed, and Terry had nodded without looking up from his food. Harry
    thought Granger might need more convincing, but he trusted Neville and Weasley to
    keep her away.

    Regulus was the only one who had protested, a little. He had followed Harry to the
    library's door and frowned at the stack of books Harry had set up to help himself.
    "Do you expect to come out of this sane?"

    Harry blinked. "Expectation has nothing to do with it."

    "Hope?"

    "Nothing, either."

    Regulus smiled, then, and the expression made Harry smile back without knowing
    precisely why. Regulus nodded, and ruffled his hair, once, the way Harry had
    sometimes dreamed of his father doing. "I see. It's pure knowledge that you're going
    to come out of there sane."

    "I will accept nothing less."

    "Then good luck, Harry." Regulus didn't spend any more time trying to convince
    him, but turned and strode rapidly down the stairs. Harry watched him until he was
    out of sight, then quietly closed the door and locked it with the strongest spell he
    knew. Then he set Spellmaker to watch it. She had been a wand. She would deal better
    with magic than almost any of his other animals.

    Harry sat down in front of the books and spent some more time reading them, more
    confirming the knowledge he already had locked in his mind than giving himself
    anything new. When he was sure he was ready, he closed his eyes and hurtled into the
    depths of his mind, and focused on the collection of feathers and stones in front of
    him.

    He called on the Wild, as he never had before, and his wand began to
    move, and incantation after incantation spilled from his tongue.

    It was a different kind of Wild than he had used when he made Yar—not brooding,
    not predatory. It had something of the lightness that he had used for the cats and
    the mice, but those were different, too. They ran on four feet, for one thing, not
    two legs and two wings. And they mewed or squeaked or most often made no sound at all
    when they were his creations, but the important difference in this case was more
    profound than that.

    They didn't sing.

    The songbirds' voices bubbled deep in his own voice, in his imagination, in the
    summoned Wild. It was there, and behind it came a stamina and determination that
    guided Yar's wings, but this time, would animate small bodies.

    Songbirds were tiny. They didn't kill easily like Yar. But they migrated thousands
    of miles around the world, and they sang in a way that made a lot of people not want
    to kill them, and they tirelessly protected their nests and brooded their eggs and
    defended their territories. His were going to have all those traits, only now they
    would fly in search of the Horcruxes, and sing when they found them, and defend
    themselves against any protections Voldemort might have put on his Horcruxes.

    And into them, he wove a scrap of the Wild that he had found in Nagini, that they
    might recognize and steer away from Dark Marks.

    A muffled wave of chirping made Harry open his eyes.

    There were birds everywhere in the room, their heads turned to fix one eye each on
    him. There were skylarks, and robins, and goldcrests, and barn swallows, and wrens,
    and blackcaps, and warblers too numerous to count. Harry had to smile a little when
    he saw the way the shelves bowed under them. He hoped they weren't shitting too badly
    on the precious books in the Black library.

    He stood up. The birds stopped chirping at once and all stared at him in a way
    that was more than slightly creepy.

    Harry nodded and whistled the sour note of a Horcrux that Neville had taught him.
    Immediately, the birds whistled and sang back, and Harry had to clap his hands over
    his ears. That they were his creations didn't matter. They could still deafen
    him.

    But at least they recognized the note, and they were reacting the way he wanted
    them to: they surrounded the sour note and sang it down.

    "That's right," Harry said, when he could catch his breath. He took a step back
    and made his way to the window, ducking past fluttering wings and catching claws.
    Then he opened the window, and the birds began to funnel out, not really in any order
    but not crushing each other, either, the tiny goldcrests and wrens ducking and
    squeezing between the others, the skylarks lifting in spirals the moment they were
    free.

    And they broke away, in different directions, calling and singing as they went,
    heading for the notes of the Horcruxes. Harry didn't know where they were, yet.

    But as soon as his creations found them, he would.

    

    "I have to admit, this audience is…unexpected, Dumbledore."

    Albus stood up and smiled a little, wanly. "Cornelius. Is it really unexpected
    when you know all the things we need to discuss?"

    The Minister gave a put-upon sigh and sat down behind his desk. "My dear Dolores
    told me that you're interfering with her running of Hogwarts, Albus. And that you
    appear to have lost two of your professors that she hadn't got around to
    sacking. What do you think you can say that will counter her word?"

    "I'm sorry."

    Cornelius's face changed a little, but not as much as it would have if he had
    known what was coming. With a heart so heavy that it felt like he had filled himself
    with sand, Albus flicked his wand, murmuring, "Imperio."

    Albus felt a shudder of sickness ripple through him as Cornelius slumped over the
    desk. He hated doing this more than he could say. He wanted to hurl his wand from him
    and spend the rest of time scrubbing his hands.

    But he had made the step. The war was more important than his own personal
    feelings—or failings. He would never get Umbridge out of the school on his own,
    therefore he had to make sure that Cornelius would do it.

    "You will suggest to Madam Umbridge that she attend a special meeting at the
    Ministry," he told Cornelius calmly. "You are going to promote her, from Hogwarts
    Defense professor to Under-minister. A new post, created especially for her. In the
    meantime, you will keep an eye on her and make sure that she is more closely
    supervised than ever in her new position."

    Cornelius didn't nod, but Albus felt the faint twitch of agreement that ran
    through him. Albus shuddered again. Although this was necessary, it reminded him far
    too much of his time with Gellert to be pleasant.

    But he had made his choice. He was committed.

    "In the meantime," he added, "you will alert all your Aurors to be searching for
    Neville Longbottom and Harry Potter. And Augusta Longbottom," he added, after a
    moment's thought. The old woman wasn't that important in and of herself, but she
    could be either a powerful lure or a powerful brake on Neville.

    "Potter…something about Potter…"

    Albus raised an eyebrow, surprised. He hadn't thought Cornelius would have enough
    will even for a few words on his own. Then again, victims of the Imperius Curse could
    continue speaking of something important that had been worrying them before the curse
    was cast. "Yes? What about Harry Potter?"

    "There was…there was." Cornelius frowned, and Albus loosed the curse as much as he
    dared. He didn't think more was safe. Then again, it wasn't as if he had regularly
    practiced with this curse to know that. "There was a visitor."

    "Visitor? Where?" If Potter had left hiding to visit the Ministry or somewhere
    else important, Albus should have heard about it.

    "Parents. St. Mungo's. A visit to the Potter parents, in St. Mungo's. No one can
    remember the man's face. Or voice. But they somehow know he was there. Some people
    were saying it was You-Know-Who. Ridiculous."

    Albus tapped his fingers against his wand. What could Voldemort want with Harry's
    parents? It didn't seem likely he would have simply visited and not killed them. Then
    again, it could have been a Death Eater with specific instructions—but that brought
    up the same dilemma of what they had done, since James and Lily were still alive.
    Most of the spells Voldemort favored to punish people or coerce them to his will
    wouldn't work on those driven mad by the Cruciatus.

    Almost, Albus thought about going to St. Mungo's and asking to look in on James
    and Lily. He had been shamefully remiss about visiting them, anyway. In fact, he
    didn't think he'd been since the year after Tom's initial fall.

    But he had other things to do, things that would be hurt if he delayed them. He
    sighed a little and let it go. "Just do what you're told, Cornelius." When it looked
    as if the Minister might argue, he subtly strengthened the grip of the curse.

    "Ye-yes," said Cornelius, and stood and bustled out of the room with a vacant
    expression to go and tell the Aurors to search for Harry and Neville.

    Albus paused one more time, the thought of the expression on Cornelius's face
    catching at him, but then he shook his head and left. It wasn't as though the Aurors
    were unused to dealing with a Fudge who looked vacant, anyway.

    

    Harry had been watching the raven on the windowsill for almost an hour.

    When he'd first seen it, it had seemed like a normal bird to him, but then it had
    turned its head and stared at him with malevolent, intelligent eyes. It reminded him
    of the way Yar tended to look at other birds. Harry had settled back and ignored the
    way it tapped on the glass.

    He wasn't sure he wanted a raven that looked at him like that in the house with
    him.

    From the sound of things, Regulus had come into the library behind him, but Harry
    didn't stir. Perhaps the raven was waiting for him to drop his guard.

    "Is that—an Angelus Raven?"

    "A which?" Harry asked, not glancing at Regulus. He had known the bird wasn't
    normal, but he hadn't known it had a special kind of name.

    "An Angelus Raven." Regulus's voice was tense, and he moved off to the side and
    palmed his wand. Harry knew that, but he didn't see why it was worth turning around
    for. "They're used as messengers. Not nearly as much since we trained owls, but
    sometimes since then, if the message is important or enchanted with Dark magic."

    "That makes sense," Harry murmured. He knew most animals reacted badly to Dark
    magic; his didn't only because he had enchanted them to stay with him and obey him.
    "Probably delivering a message from Lord Dudders, do you think?"

    "I wish you wouldn't call him that," Regulus said on a breath, but in a resigned
    tone. He only watched as Harry stood and went towards the window. Harry did pause
    before he opened it, to call Spellmaker. The grey cat slinked into the room and
    leaped lightly to his shoulder. If she feared the Angelus Raven, she didn't show
    it.

    Well, she was Bellatrix's wand. Maybe she's been around this bird
    before.

    The moment Harry got the window open far enough, the raven flew into the room. Its
    wings passed over him like the shadow of a cliff, and it landed on the table and
    turned to stare. Standing like this, it was taller than him.

    "Deliver your message," Harry said, and met its gaze. That hadn't been hard when
    the raven was on the far side of the glass. The raven seemed disconcerted that Harry
    didn't find it difficult now, either.

    Head cocked, it moved towards him. It was studying Spellmaker as much as him,
    Harry thought. He wondered if Lord Dudders had a way of communicating with it in
    detail, as well as sending it off to do evil. Well, he would ask Regulus later.

    The message was within reach. Harry reached out a hand to take it.

    Swift as a winged horse, the Angelus Raven darted out its head to bite his
    finger.

    Harry never found out whether it was actually trying to take a finger off, or
    wanted some of his blood, or what. He didn't have to wait to find out, because the
    krait he had conjured to threaten Snape darted its head out of his sleeve and bit the
    raven on the leg.

    Since Snape's attack, Harry didn't go anywhere without that snake.

    The Angelus Raven screamed and fluttered its wings, trying to head for the ceiling
    or out the window—Harry wasn't sure which. The krait flew with it for a moment, and
    then dropped to the floor and crawled under the table to hide. Harry's biggest
    concern when creating his animals was that they be loyal to him, but after that, they
    were supposed to try and save themselves.

    "I didn't know that could happen," said Regulus, his eyes fastened on the Raven as
    it flew and shrieked. "Why did you have the krait do it?"

    "The raven was going to bite me," Harry said, and glanced at the message the raven
    had dropped on the table. Ignoring the way the wings above him had started jerking
    and collapsing—if the raven didn't want to die, it shouldn't have tried to bite
    Harry—he called the krait back up out of hiding. After a few moments of gesturing,
    which made him wish again that he could speak Parseltongue, the krait got his
    intention and coiled around the message from Lord Dudders, pulling it open.

    There were a few sparks of lightning as he did so, but apparently none of the
    spells located in the paper could harm a krait. Harry leaned forwards to read.

    Harry Potter,

    I have a deal to propose. You will return my captive Death Eaters and Nagini
    to me. You may keep Severus Snape, who is a traitor less useful to me than I
    believed. That should be more than enough grounds for your revenge.

    In return, I will remove the spell I have placed on your parents. You did not
    guard them well enough. They were easy to infect. The spell means that they cannot be
    healed by any magic that you can employ. Not by Transfiguration, not by any potion,
    not by any combination of Charms or even Dark Arts.

    Should you try, their very brains will dissolve and become nothing more than
    soup inside their skulls. I think you should consider, very carefully, whether you
    want to try anything on them after this.

    You will want to look up the spell, of course, to make sure that it exists and
    functions as I say it does. But I will spare you some effort. It can only be
    canceled by my death. You will not want to take the risk, I am certain, of touching
    your parents with any magic while you still retain my Death Eaters and my
    Nagini.

    And I should add that this does not apply only to you. While the Healers have
    largely given up on ever healing the Cruciatus Curse, sometimes one of them does
    approach your parents, secure in the knowledge that whatever they try will not hurt
    them much. Severus was the one who reported this information to me, the last time he
    had some use. And he hinted that there was a rising new group of Healers who would
    like to try their skills…

    I would not linger over your decision.

    Lord Voldemort.

    The curls on the last of the letters were made with darker ink than the rest,
    Harry noticed, leaning only a little closer to study them. It looked as if blood
    might have been mixed with the ink. Knowing Lord Dudders, it wouldn't be his own,
    even though that might be the most effective if Harry had been stupid enough to touch
    the letter with his bare hands.

    Harry stepped back from the letter, his head cocked. He heard Regulus shifting
    anxiously behind him, and he nodded to him over his shoulder. Then he stood back
    against the wall and spent some moments battling with the black rage that had risen
    like a cold wave from the core of his being.

    He would not dash off and try to take vengeance on Lord Dudders immediately. It
    was impractical. He would still have the Horcruxes—which he probably didn't think
    Harry knew about—and he would be a problem.

    Harry would do something else, instead.

    "Regulus," he murmured, and Regulus turned around with an ashen face and what were
    probably words of sympathy in his mouth. Harry cut him off. Yes, it might be nice to
    listen to words of sympathy, but he frankly didn't have the time. "What books would I
    look in to confirm the existence of this spell?"

    Regulus swallowed several times before he said, "You don't need to look it up. I
    know it exists."

    "But I want confirmation," Harry said. "That means looking it up."

    "All right," said Regulus. "All right. I just—when are you going to meet with him
    to turn over the captured Death Eaters? He didn't specify that. I suppose he thinks
    you'll make the arrangements as soon as you can."

    Harry stared at Regulus. Was there a charm on the parchment to turn someone
    else's brain to soup? But no, Regulus hadn't touched the parchment. "I'm not
    going to do that."

    "But—what he did to your parents—"

    "I'm not going to hand over the Death Eaters. They're essential to figuring out
    how to unwind the Wild from my parents' bodies and cure them."

    "Then what are you going to do?"

    "He said the spell could only be canceled by his death. I'm going to kill him, of
    course."

    Regulus swallowed slowly. "But—you don't know where all his Horcruxes are yet. I
    thought you said that you needed to know that before you could destroy him."

    "Of course I do." Harry shrugged. "There are ways that I can speed up the birds'
    finding of them. And then I can go and destroy them. Will you go with me? I'm going
    to ask Professor McGonagall, too."

    "What about Longbottom and Boot and the rest?"

    Harry blinked at him. "Why? They're children. They could get hurt by the curses
    that protect the Horcruxes. I thought you would support leaving them behind."

    For no reason that Harry could discern, Regulus chuckled, and seemed to relax.
    "Well, you might ask them if they would still like to go. There's a difference
    between going and actually fighting whatever the Dark Lord chose to guard his
    Horcruxes."

    "Perhaps," Harry said, and shrugged a little. "I have to go tighten my connections
    to the birds so I can find the Horcruxes in a chain instead of just going to
    whichever one was nearest, and then the next one furthest away." He turned towards
    the door.

    "How will you tighten the connections?"

    "Reach out and manipulate the Wild around each bird." A glance at Regulus's face
    showed he didn't understand, but then again, Harry still had trouble explaining
    something he understood so well in words. "It will take a few hours. Then we can look
    up the spell and begin the search. I'll ask Professor McGonagall if she wants to come
    with us. Why don't you ask the others?"

    Regulus nodded slowly and watched Harry leave with those same unfathomable eyes.
    At his feet, the dead Angelus Raven had much the same gaze.

    

    Harry opened his eyes and sat in the darkness for a time. He had to control
    himself, the wild beating of his heart that echoed the beating of the birds' hearts,
    and the urge to spring up and sing and fly. He sat still until he knew where he was
    again, and that he had hands instead of wings.

    At least now I know why some birds were on the roof and didn't fly away,
    he thought as he stood. Then he made his way out of the study and inclined his head
    to Professor McGonagall, who was coming down the stairs. The part of him that still
    thought like a bird wanted to flutter wildly out of the way, screaming Cat! Cat!
    Cat! in his head. Harry calmed himself down by force and said, "I know where the
    Horcruxes are. Do you want to come with me when I go destroy them, Professor?"

    "Yes. Regulus told me about your quest, and I must say that I think you should
    have adult company, as well as animal company." Professor McGonagall frowned. "I am
    less sure about the others coming with you."

    "We will ask them," Harry said. "We're not going to take them into Gringotts, or
    inside the building where one of them is."

    "Gringotts?"

    "The vaults of one of his followers, I think. It won't matter. Either they're one
    of the Death Eaters I have here, or they're someone I can easily capture. Nothing is
    going to stand in the way of my taking him down now."

    Professor McGonagall stood and looked into his face for a moment. Then she nodded.
    "I think that's true," she said, and stepped off the stair she stood on, and walked
    past him. While she did, her hand trailed gently down his arm. Harry stood and
    listened to her walk until the echoes of her feet had died.

    Then he went to the library where he knew Regulus was.

    Regulus looked up when Harry came in, and sighed a little, putting his cup down.
    "I've talked to the others. Granger is nervous, but wants to go with Longbottom.
    Weasley is the same. And Longbottom's sense of honor is stronger than his fear. I
    think Boot might have hesitated, but he doesn't want to stay here by himself with
    Death Eater prisoners, either."

    Harry nodded. He honestly hadn't expected anything else. "There is a question I
    want to ask you."

    Regulus blinked. "Of course."

    "When were you going to tell me that one of Lord Dudders's Horcruxes is hidden in
    your house?"
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    Chapter Forty-Eight—Dark Answers

    Regulus turned to face him. His face was pale and his eyes dark-set and shining.
    Harry watched him carefully for a second. Then he decided Regulus's similarity to
    Snape in the seconds before he had attacked was only coincidence, and moved carefully
    to the side and away from the doorway, standing near a chair.

    He didn't sit down. He didn't want to be taken off-guard if Regulus moved
    suddenly. He didn't want to show that he was forgiving Regulus and this was casual,
    either.

    It seemed like he wouldn't get an answer, for long enough that Harry considered
    leaving. Then Regulus closed his eyes and said, "You know that I'd rejected the Dark
    Lord long before he returned, this—last time."

    Harry nodded, but said nothing. Hiding a Horcrux in his house didn't really seem
    like rejecting Lord Dudders, at least not enough for Harry to trust him without an
    explanation.

    I wouldn't even give him this much of a chance if it wasn't him. Or Professor
    McGonagall, although I can't picture her doing anything like this.

    "The Horcrux was part of that rejection." Regulus opened his eyes and sighed. "I
    thought—I didn't realize what it was. I knew it was important to him, and that he'd
    linked his soul to it somehow. But I thought it was a Deathless Box, which by
    definition you can only have one of it. I assumed that if I stole it and destroyed
    it, then he would be mortal again, and someone could easily kill him."

    "Assume that I don't know what a Deathless Box is." And Harry didn't. He'd only
    learned as much as he knew about Horcruxes because Neville had told him what had been
    inside Nagini.

    "It's a tactic to cheat death that a lot of legendary sorcerers used." Regulus
    sounded tired, and his face was still too pale. At the moment, though, Harry was more
    concerned about other things than whether he was going to faint. "You take something
    out of your body, in the legend, and hide it somewhere so that no one can touch it.
    It's usually your heart. You can't die, you can't even be partially destroyed the way
    the Dark Lord was when he confronted Longbottom, until someone finds the box and
    takes your heart out. I just thought he'd used his soul instead of his heart."

    "Why did you think it was a Deathless Box instead of a Horcrux? And why only
    one?"

    Regulus snorted breathlessly and opened his eyes. "I knew the Dark Lord was mad,
    but I didn't think he was that mad. Splitting your soul into seven pieces?
    And making a Horcrux splits the soul. I didn't think he wanted to do that, either.
    Just take his whole soul out of his body and put it in another place. I also thought
    that was why he demonstrated so little mercy. Because he didn't have any of the
    softer emotions or greater depths that a soul is usually said to symbolize."

    Harry watched him closely, and then nodded. He supposed he was telling the truth,
    and he couldn't really blame Regulus for getting Lord Dudders's disgusting secret
    wrong. No one else had suspected it, either, unless Dumbledore knew for certain that
    Neville was a Horcrux and there were others. "Fine. But you couldn't destroy this
    Horcrux."

    "No," Regulus whispered. "No matter how much I tried. And the longer I kept
    trying, the more it—influenced me. Everything from horrific visions of my own death
    if I didn't stop trying to temptations of wealth and power if I helped it. When I
    woke up from what I thought was a dream with my own hand holding a knife to my
    throat, I decided it was time to put the bloody thing away and stop messing with it.
    I always thought that at least I would have the Dark Lord's Deathless Box under my
    control instead of in the trapped place where it was, and this way I could take care
    of it if I ever figured out a way."

    Harry nodded his head slowly. "There's at least one way. Neville destroyed what
    must have been another Horcrux with a basilisk fang."

    "And where am I going to get one of those?"

    "Where are we going to get it," Harry corrected, wondering in what dreams of
    delusion Regulus thought he would be destroying the Horcrux alone. "And the answer is
    Hogwarts. I'm not completely sure, but I think that's where the goldcrests went. So
    we have to go there anyway to destroy a Horcrux. We might as well get basilisk fangs
    while we're there."

    Regulus stared at him, and snorted. "We're going to walk into the heart of
    Dumbledore's power?"

    "It's not just the heart of his power," Harry said. "Professor McGonagall knows
    the castle really well. She hasn't been there as long as Dumbledore—"

    "And the ghosts and portraits don't obey her, either!"

    "We're not going to walk through the front door," Harry said. "Do you think the
    portraits and the ghosts actually pay attention to every little scuttling ant or
    mouse that moves past them?"

    "I think Dumbledore is going to be on high alert, after what he knows about
    you."

    "He doesn't know everything about me. Neither does Lord Dudders. I'm
    going to use the small creatures they don't pay attention to, the ones who can escape
    their notice and cause lots of trouble, the way I used the birds."

    Regulus nodded slowly. "And what about your parents? Dumbledore might go and take
    them into custody if he does realize what we're doing. Even if it's after we've left
    with the Horcrux and the fang. He could justify it for the greater good the way he
    always does."

    The thick bitterness in his voice made Harry pause, wondering if Regulus had
    spoken to Dumbledore recently and he didn't know about it. But it could be old, and
    he trusted Regulus enough to think that he would at least get more warning if Regulus
    was going to betray him. "I have plans for them."

    "What are they? Oh, come on," Regulus added, when Harry hesitated.
    "You're comfortable telling me all the rest of your plans but not this one? I can't
    disapprove of it more than I did the idea of going to Hogwarts."

    Harry shrugged, because he thought that was actually perfectly possible, but said,
    "I don't want to move my parents. That would alert Dumbledore, the way you said, and
    I don't want them in the same house as me for right now. It would make Lord Dudders
    more likely to attack and kill both of us."

    "You think he won't come after us sooner or later?"

    "Maybe. But so far, he wants to pretend to negotiate and play mind games."

    "So what are you going to do?"

    "Set up a warning system that will prevent anything but simple cleaning spells and
    the like from being cast on them," Harry said. "I thought about sending animals to
    protect them, but they're a lot more likely to be noticed in St. Mungo's than
    Hogwarts. I thought I would ask you and Professor McGonagall if you knew a spell like
    that."

    Regulus blinked slowly. "I do. Though it would involve going into St. Mungo's to
    cast it."

    "And you don't have any Polyjuice Potions stored? Or disguise charms you could
    use?"

    Regulus laughed shortly. "Once you decided to let other people help you, you
    didn't look back, did you?"

    "This is the kind of thing I thought you wanted me to do. Rely on human help and
    not do it all myself. Was I wrong?" He might have been, Harry thought. Regulus had
    reacted strangely after Snape attacked Harry, too. If he was going to back out and
    become unreliable, then Harry would rather know now, when he wasn't yet relying on
    the git for too much.

    Regulus shut his eyes and breathed out. "No. It only—this is so much risk, and
    sometimes untried magic, at least talking about what you want to do with the
    Horcruxes."

    "My birds found them, and I know a basilisk fang has been tried on Horcruxes. What
    about it is new?"

    "Destroying Horcruxes at all? Although I suppose I could say the Dark Lord making
    more than one of them was also new."

    "At one point, anyway," Harry said, and wondered at Regulus's stifled laugh. Well,
    as long as he was going to help, Harry didn't need to understand absolutely
    everything Regulus did. "Will you help me?"

    "Yes."

    Satisfied, Harry turned to leave the room. But he paused when Regulus whispered,
    "There was a time when I thought I wouldn't."

    "After Snape attacked me?"

    "I would say, after you attacked Snape."

    Harry only waited. They weren't going to agree on that, and it truly wasn't worth
    arguing about. Now that Snape had been punished, nothing about him was.

    Regulus leaned forwards a little. "I thought I wouldn't be able to look past that.
    It seemed to show a rather extreme lack of compassion, and I thought that perhaps you
    would turn on other allies. But you showed you didn't. You really only want to
    inflict as much pain on people as they did on you, don't you?"

    "Not even always that," Harry said. "The Dursleys are still alive."

    Regulus smiled in a way that made it seem as if he'd peeled the rest of his face
    away from behind his lips. "But with most people, you would leave them alone. There
    are only a few you would truly sacrifice yourself for, but also only a few that you
    would want to hurt."

    Harry considered that from a couple of different angles, to see if it was one of
    those statements Regulus made sometimes that were traps, but couldn't see how it
    would be. "I suppose that's true."

    "I can respect that," Regulus said. "It's not the way most people work,
    but we've established that you like your animal side."

    Harry nodded, pleased that Regulus understood him better than before. That should
    keep him from any misguided attempts to make Harry do something he wanted. "That's
    it."

    Regulus gave another smile, but Harry couldn't tell everything that was behind it.
    "I'll need to look up the spell that you want me to cast in your parents' room to
    make sure I remember all the specifics. And a ritual would probably work better."

    "I leave the details up to you."

    The smile fell away from Regulus's face at once, but Harry didn't get the feeling
    that he'd failed another of those invisible tests. Instead, Regulus seemed stunned by
    something. Harry studied him, but didn't get an answer. In the end, he shrugged and
    left.

    They all had things to do, and it was pointless to spend more time getting in each
    other's way.

    

    "He trusted me with protecting his parents, Minerva."

    Minerva nodded slowly. She hadn't seen what the problem, or rather the indicator
    of the deep change in Harry, was until Regulus had explained it to her. But now she
    could better understand the way he hunched over the book in front of him and copied
    down instructions with an almost fanatical look in his eyes.

    With Harry spreading his trust around, and relaxing his hold on his deepest
    obsession, it was worth doing.

    "Did he say where the other Horcruxes were, other than here and in Hogwarts?" she
    asked, watching the way Regulus's hand turned white-knuckled on his quill.

    "No."

    Minerva bit her lip thoughtfully. She wanted to say that she had any good ideas,
    but she didn't. She supposed she would have to wait for Harry and his birds to show
    the way.

    "And the children going with us…?" Minerva knew Regulus wouldn't think she was
    referring to Harry.

    He turned to her with a slightly impatient glance. "I'm assuming you can keep them
    safe. Or me or Harry's animals, come to that. They aren't to attempt any heroics. I
    don't think Boot would, anyway, but I'm not sure about your Gryffindors."

    "Gryffindors are not reckless merely by design," Minerva said, the desire to
    defend her House snapping taut in her chest like a string.

    Regulus snorted and didn't look up again from his book, even when Minerva left the
    library and climbed the stairs to her own room.

    She met Terry Boot on the stairs. He paused with his eyes traveling back and forth
    between her and a nearby door that Minerva thought led to a room no one was using.
    She blinked and waited for him to speak what was obviously on his mind.

    "Can I talk to you, Professor?" he asked finally.

    "Of course." Minerva waited, and sure enough, Terry opened the door and led her
    into it. She supposed it might have been a sitting room once, but now it was more
    like a storage room, crowded with old chairs and sagging couches and tapestries that
    looked as if they had been shredded by doxies. Terry perched on the edge of a tilting
    table and stared at her.

    Minerva cast a spell that removed dust from one of the couches and Transfigured a
    cushion from a dangling tassel attached to nothing. That served to cover one of the
    enormous cracks in the couch. When she leaned forwards, Terry nodded and
    swallowed.

    "I just want to know if we're going to have to fight—You-Know-Who."

    His voice shrank like a mouse in front of the cat. Minerva only shook her head,
    though, ignoring the instinct to pounce. "No. Not if you don't want to. There's no
    stopping Harry from doing it, and I think Mr. Longbottom has a part to play in this,
    however much Harry might not want him to." Or how much he might not want to,
    but Minerva decided to leave that unsaid. Neville had seemed a little calmer lately,
    which might be the influence of having allies. "But the rest of you can stay
    behind."

    Terry shifted restlessly on the table. "That doesn't make me feel very
    courageous."

    "If we must go by House stereotypes, Mr. Boot, you don't have to fear not living
    up to the Gryffindor ideal of courage." She thought Hermione and Ron were incredibly
    afraid of that, from some of the things they'd said to her since coming here.

    "But Harry is! And Neville!"

    "Neville has a role in this that he didn't choose," Minerva pointed out quietly.
    "And as far as Harry…you can't tell me that you think you're the same as him, Mr.
    Boot."

    "No." Terry curled one hand into a slow fist. "But I want to do
    something. I want to go on the Horcrux hunt. I want to stand beside him. I want to
    make it clear that I'm someone he can depend on, not someone he has to protect."

    Minerva privately thought Terry wouldn't rise to that level, at least in this war,
    but she knew better than to discourage him by saying it. Besides, one of the things
    she had learned through long years of teaching was that your students could surprise
    you, if you gave them a quarter of a chance. She nodded. "There are a few things I
    think you could do for him. For example, do any of his animals obey other
    people?"

    Terry looked up with a slightly open mouth. "I can pet Spellmaker and Cross. And
    sometimes Yar will consent to be in the same room with me."

    Minerva snorted. She didn't think Harry's eagle would let anyone except Harry fly
    her. "What you can do is carry around some of the smaller animals that he'll
    probably conjure to help him in this battle. Insects, mice, the like. As long as you
    don't mind—"

    "It's girls who are scared of mice and bugs," Terry interrupted her, with
    such a tone of scorn that Minerva abruptly remembered being fifteen. "Not boys. I'll
    be fine."

    "Then you'll have to talk to Harry, since I'm not sure any of the small animals he
    has now will consent to being used by anyone other than him," Minerva told him, and
    didn't even have the chance to stand before Terry pelted past her and down the
    stairs.

    Minerva smiled, and went to find Hermione and Ron. She thought they were probably
    nursing the same doubts, but she would have to talk about being helpful to Neville,
    instead of Harry, whom they tolerated but didn't trust or like.

    And she would need to impress the need for staying back and letting the adults—and
    Harry—handle the Horcruxes, too.

    As much as she didn't want to admit it, Gryffindor stereotypes were sometimes
    true.

    

    Harry quietly shut the door to the cell behind him. Nagini, sulking in the corner
    of the cage, snapped towards him, but stopped when she saw it was him and not
    Neville. Her tongue flickered out, and she watched him with unmoving eyes as he
    walked nearer.

    Harry had his plans. He was going to protect his parents. He was going to destroy
    the Horcruxes. He was going to use Bellatrix and Lucius—and perhaps some of the other
    captured Death Eaters, although they hadn't been as high-ranking and didn't have as
    much of Lord Dudders's Wild wound into their Marks—in trials to further perfect a way
    of healing his parents.

    But he also knew they would have to fight Lord Dudders even when the Horcruxes
    were destroyed. And he had to make sure that something happened to make that
    easier.

    Harry sat down on the floor in front of Nagini and closed his eyes. He would need
    several tries to make this come out right, he reminded himself. This was only a first
    experiment. He would have other chances, in and around the Horcrux hunts.

    At the same time, he thought he should be able to get this right the first time.
    What was this but another, finer rendition of things he had already accomplished?

    Finer may make the difference.

    The krait stirred in his pocket. Harry soothed it back to sleep, and then went
    back to breathing, meditating, considering. His main problem was that he couldn't
    immediately think of something to Transfigure his desired creature from. It was going
    to be so tiny. What could be made into it?

    Perhaps I should worry about even having the ability to create it first,
    before I worry about what I'm going to make it from.

    That seemed sensible, and Harry let his breathing slow down even more. He'd been
    reading a little, the way he had books about songbirds when they were what he wanted
    to make, but he honestly hadn't found many helpful books. The Blacks were a
    traditional pure-blood family—not helpful in this case. And although Harry could
    study some of the general characteristics of the family of creatures he wanted to
    make, he really needed something unique, something that would cause devastation in a
    way even detailed books wouldn't have told him about.

    He began to picture the consequences he wanted. Time-delayed, so that Lord Dudders
    wouldn't notice what he had on his hands until Neville was ready to confront him.
    Under Harry's control even when it was separated from him, which it would have to be.
    Able to thrive in the body of a snake, because Nagini would be its host.

    I'm going to have to design more than the object that I want to make this out
    of. I'm going to have to design the incantation.

    Harry nodded. Of course. He had always made creatures that existed, before. He
    still had to work out how to hold all the traits he wanted in his imagination and
    touch the Wild, but once he knew what animal he wanted, he could slot its Latin name
    into the incantation.

    This is going to take some work.

    But he might as well make a preliminary test. Harry opened his eyes and took a
    beetle leg out of his pocket, placing it on the floor. It was too large, but he would
    begin with it for now. Then he marshalled all the thoughts that he'd just been
    training himself to think, all the traits he wanted his new creature to have.

    "Commuto bracchium cacoethem!"

    The air in front of him shimmered, and Harry saw a flicker of that shimmer, like
    heat, like growing dusk, settle around the beetle leg. Maybe this was going to work,
    or at least do something, on the first try, after all.

    But the shimmer faded, and Harry nodded. He needed to work on his imagining of the
    characteristics for his killer as well as the incantation, probably.

    He stood up and left the room, ignoring what were probably calls in Parseltongue
    behind him. Nagini could wait. He had someone else he wanted to visit.

    

    Severus turned his head to focus on the door when it began to open. His hands
    curled. Every movement he made, nearly, reminded him that he had only one functional
    eye, and would only ever have one again.

    Unless he managed to escape and get to Healers, or to the Dark Lord…

    But no, the Dark Lord would not be forgiving of failure. He would as soon kill
    Severus as help him heal his eye.

    Although killing me might be more merciful than the life I am forced to live
    now.

    Potter stepped inside and looked at him with those silent, cat-like eyes. Severus
    wondered how he could ever have thought they were similar to Lily's. They were a wild
    beast's eyes, and nothing else. He wondered why neither Minerva nor Black could see
    that. He had thought they were both smarter.

    Then again, he had also once thought he could rely on someone other than
    himself.

    "Ready to leave, Snape?"

    Severus jerked. "What—"

    "Lord Dudders asked for a present. I chose you to be my token of good faith."

    The beast didn't even say it with a smirk. This wasn't humor. This was
    seriousness. And Severus was still staring when Potter reached out, cast a Full
    Body-Bind on Severus, and then pulled him out of the room.

    He poured something into Severus's pockets before he floated him up the stairs.
    Severus doubted it was Floo powder.

    But he could do nothing but remain motionless, behind Potter, as the boy took him
    up into the sky, and draped him over the tail bristles of a broom, and flew off with
    him in the direction of the sunrise.
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    Chapter Forty-Nine—Arts of the Web

    "What are you doing here?"

    "I think that's one thing you ought to ask yourself," Harry said, slinging his leg
    off the broom and taking Snape off it, too. He had flown in from a long distance
    away, because he thought either Aurors or Death Eaters might be watching. He turned
    to face Augusta Longbottom. "Why didn't you come back to Grimmauld Place?"

    Mrs. Longbottom's eyes glittered. "I sent an owl to Neville so that he knew I was
    all right."

    "That's not the same thing. And you didn't tell him why you wouldn't come back,
    you just said you had something to do. He was worried for a day and a half that he'd
    done something that disappointed you."

    Mrs. Longbottom turned her head away and was quiet for a moment. She didn't even
    glance at Snape, which Harry had thought she would. "He could only be a
    disappointment to me if he dies. I told him that once."

    "Which is exactly what he's afraid he'll do once he has to face Lord Dudders."

    "And I'm trying to find a way for him to avoid doing that!"

    Harry shook his head a little as he made Snape lighter so that he could pick him
    up. The protections on Longbottom Manor would prevent the Ministry from picking up
    his magic the way the ones on Grimmauld Place did. "I think that won't work. Neville
    will have to be there at the final confrontation. Unless we can destroy his Horcrux
    before that and that's all that needs to happen, of course."

    Mrs. Longbottom stiffened. "The Horcrux?"

    "The piece of Lord Dudders's soul that's inside him," Harry said impatiently. "I
    can't believe he left it out of his letters to you."

    Mrs. Longbottom turned back around with the wand in her hand. "He told me. I
    didn't think he would tell you."

    "Why not? He knows how committed I am to fighting Lord Dudders. And now that he's
    done something to my parents, that commitment has only increased."

    "What did he do to your parents?"

    "A spell that will turn their brains to soup if someone attempts to heal them. But
    he also let on that it can be cured with his death. So that's what's going to
    happen." Harry turned to Snape and considered him for a second. He had meant to use
    Snape as a replacement for Nagini, but the more he thought about it, the more
    appealing a different plan seemed. Harry's plan for Nagini depended on Lord Dudders
    not killing her the minute he saw her. There were no guarantees he would
    want to keep Snape alive. "And he's going to help."

    Snape gave him a glare filled with absolute loathing. Harry shrugged. He didn't
    need him to willingly help, and he wouldn't get the chance to interfere.

    "What happened to his eye?"

    "Me."

    Mrs. Longbottom narrowed her own eyes, but said nothing else about it. "What do
    you think I can do? Why did you come here?"

    "Neville mentioned once that you have exceptionally strong wards in a certain part
    of your grounds where one of your ancestors practiced alchemy and had to make sure
    that his toxic fumes didn't escape."

    "Yes…"

    "Let me use that warded area to meet with Lord Dudders. No offensive magic of any
    kind works in it, right? Then we should meet there."

    "And why should I let you use my home? And how do you expect to
    do something to You-Know-Who when your own offensive magic wouldn't work there?"

    "The magic I want to use there isn't offensive. It could even be seen as
    beneficial." Harry had to smile when he thought that, because he knew Snape wasn't
    likely to agree. Then again, nothing Snape did now would ever be remotely important
    again. "As for the home issue, Lord Dudders already knows Neville is against him.
    He's counting on it. This doesn't involve people who he wouldn't expect to
    be part of the war effort."

    Mrs. Longbottom made a long, sour noise. "I've fought for years to keep my
    grandson out of danger. You seem to intend to throw him headlong into it, and expect
    me to be grateful for the privilege."

    "Your training hasn't done him any good, because you had people like
    Snape train him. All it's done is damage Neville's confidence and confirm
    his private belief that he'll never be as good as his father. But of course, you
    didn't expect Frank to be great at magic from the time he could walk, did you? He got
    to grow up and become a famous Auror. Neville never did."

    "He's the Boy-Who-Lived!"

    "What that means is that he has a Horcrux in him."

    Mrs. Longbottom stared at Harry with her lips working. Harry shrugged a little and
    said nothing. That was what it meant. She could continue to deny it all she
    liked, but that wouldn't change reality.

    And Harry thought she was too intelligent to defy reality for long.

    "You think you can save Neville's life?" Mrs. Longbottom finally asked, when
    enough time had passed that she would probably feel stupid if she didn't say
    something.

    Harry nodded. "And achieve my other goals, including getting revenge on Lord
    Dudders and stopping him. But it could depend on whether you're going to allow me
    access to that warded area on your grounds or not."

    Mrs. Longbottom closed her eyes and stood there. Maybe she was communing with the
    spirits of her ancestors or something. Harry didn't care. He stood there and waited,
    and finally Mrs. Longbottom snapped her eyes open and nodded.

    "You have it."

    Harry nodded back once, and started floating Snape after him towards the part of
    the grounds where Neville had told him the place was. He was already composing the
    message to Lord Dudders in his head. There were only certain words that would bring
    him, and Harry wanted to make sure that he arrived and wouldn't be maddened enough to
    strike out at the Longbottom house. Neville lived there, and unlike Harry, he
    probably liked his house.

    "Mr. Potter."

    Harry turned his head, enough to show that he'd heard her. He was a little annoyed
    at her for interrupting, but he would listen to what she had to say, since he wasn't
    actually writing the letter yet.

    "You are what Neville should have been."

    "Without a Horcrux?" Harry couldn't imagine what else she meant.

    "No. As tempered. As cold."

    Harry said nothing, and kept walking. If Mrs. Longbottom honestly thought that, as
    opposed to trying to flatter him somehow, she saw less than he had thought.

    

    Harry lifted his head. He could feel the change in the temperature of the magic
    around the house, and he wanted to be sure that he was feeling it correctly. He
    balanced his wand in his hand, and Spellmaker on his shoulder. She had flown on the
    broom smothered in the deep folds of his robe. The high air would have been too cold
    for her otherwise.

    Snape lay motionless next to him. Harry waved his wand, and removed the spells
    that had rendered him unconscious and also muffled his eyes and ears right after they
    got into the warded area, just in case Snape woke up and was smart enough to
    pretend to be unconscious. Snape sat up with a gasp, then fell back. There
    were still magical bonds around his ankles and hands.

    "Here comes your lord, Snape," Harry said without glancing at him.

    The wind picked up again, whipping past him. Yar would have beaten her wings and
    challenged it with a scream; Spellmaker only crouched a little lower, her claws
    sinking into Harry's shoulder. It was no difficulty for Harry to stand as though he
    was unaware of that, though. It was a cat's natural reaction. He couldn't be
    upset.

    The wind blew around in front of him, through the wards that marked the edges of
    the Longbottom grounds, and came to a rest in front of him. Harry looked steadily at
    the place, and then the darkness clapped together and Lord Dudders appeared.

    It must have been Apparition, but the wind appeared to have swallowed the cracking
    sound of it altogether. Instead, the Dark Lord stood there and twirled his wand
    through his fingers. He didn't look at Snape after one quick glance; Harry supposed
    it was to make sure who was there. Then his attention remained fixed solely on
    Harry.

    It was unnerving, Harry had to admit, in one part of himself. Lord Dudders had
    brilliant crimson eyes, brighter than the eyes of some rats Harry had seen. He was
    tall, and he had snake-white skin, and he didn't have a nose, and his hands were
    clenched around his wand. Neville had told Harry stories of how deadly that wand
    was.

    But he had made a mistake.

    So Harry didn't shiver as he stood in front of Lord Dudders, and only watched him.
    At last Lord Dudders seemed to realize that he wasn't going to get anything out of
    silence, and said, "You sent me an owl."

    Harry nodded.

    "You dared to command my presence like some servant."

    "You came, didn't you?"

    Lord Dudders snapped his wand forwards. Harry only stood there. He'd told him
    about the wards around this part of the Longbottom grounds. Not Harry's fault if he
    wanted to challenge those wards because he was an idiot.

    But he didn't. In the end, the yew wand fell to his side again, and he only waved
    a hand at Snape. "What are you doing with him?"

    "Returning him to you. As a sign of good faith."

    "You dare."

    "Well, I thought I would fulfill part of the bargain you made with me instead of
    all of it at once." Harry stood still and watched the darkness rise surging over Lord
    Dudders's shoulders. He probably thought it would intimidate Harry, like a
    caterpillar with false eyes on its rear using them to scare a predator.

    Unluckily for Lord Dudders, Harry didn't eat caterpillars.

    "Why him first?"

    "Because I've damaged him. I have less reluctance to give him up than the
    others."

    Lord Dudders paused in the middle of what might have been a stalking step
    forwards. "How did you damage him?"

    Harry tilted Snape's head to the side, crouching down to do it. He kept his gaze
    on Lord Dudders and noticed the way his head cocked, like a snake, when he saw
    Snape's eye. He nodded, once, when Harry let the head fall back.

    "How did that happen?" Lord Dudders sounded almost genuinely curious.

    "He tried to kill me. I drove my claws through his eye."

    Lord Dudders nodded as if that made perfect sense to him. And it probably did,
    Harry thought, straightening up, staring back at him. Lord Dudders had the instincts
    of a predator, or he couldn't have done some of the things he had. Regulus would
    probably say he'd gone too far down the path of Transfiguring himself, if he was like
    Harry.

    Lord Dudders gave him a thin, cold thing that wasn't a smile, because Harry knew
    what a real smile looked like. "Alas, Potter, that we find ourselves on opposite
    sides of the war. We might have become a force if we could have worked together…"

    "You would never permit me as much freedom as I needed. You would have wanted to
    control me and finally kill me the way Snape did."

    "You are not afraid, are you?" There was a soft eagerness in Lord Dudders's voice
    that Harry didn't understand, but he saw no reason not to answer.

    "No."

    "Why not?"

    "You can't stop me."

    Lord Dudders threw back his head and laughed like a coyote. Harry stood still and
    patiently waited for it to stop. He could feel things in the darkness flinching back.
    Spellmaker had climbed down to hide in his robes. But she was a cat. Harry was what
    he was, and he stood there and waited until Lord Dudders stopped laughing.

    "You will pay for all your crimes," Lord Dudders said. "Taking my servants.
    Damaging them. Holding them prisoner. Insulting me. Not doing as you were told
    when you were told to do it." His voice snapped like a freezing whip, but it
    wasn't real, and Harry stood in front of him and didn't falter. Finally, Lord Dudders
    nodded, as if he had given up trying to make Harry do it. "Hand me my servant."

    "Yes." Harry said it readily enough, given the role he had decided Snape would
    play, and floated him out of the warded area and towards the one of sere grass where
    Lord Dudders stood. Only a few minutes there and he's withered the grass. He
    would be absurdly easy to track through any kind of vegetation.

    Lord Dudders studied Snape for a second as he landed in front of his feet. Then he
    bent down and yanked Snape's hood back, and touched his wand to Snape's arm. Snape
    arched, screaming, but immediately Lord Dudders jerked back as if he had found out
    Harry's plan. Harry tensed, ready to leap on the broom in case Lord Dudders should
    try to tear down the Longbottom wards.

    "What is this? What is this?" Lord Dudders's thin scream sounded like a
    winter wind.

    "You have to tell me what you mean. I don't know."

    "The Dark Mark. Is this a simulacrum of Snape? One using Polyjuice Potion?" Lord
    Dudders was spitting at him now as if he was a cobra who actually had venom to
    launch. "Did you think I would not discover this trick?"

    A storm of purple lightning crackled overhead and reached down towards the wards
    Harry stood within. But either Lord Dudders wasn't really trying or those Longbottom
    alchemists had been serious, because there was no effect on the wards. Harry
    shook his head slowly. "It's the real Snape. I just took the Dark Mark away."

    Lord Dudders stared at him, jaw dropped like a skull too long underground. Harry
    was glad he did, because he failed to notice the swarm of small spiders leaving
    Snape's pockets and crawling towards Lord Dudders's robes, where they attached
    themselves. His wand rose, trembled, fell.

    "You cannot have."

    "I did."

    "You—cannot have."

    And the force of Dark magic pounded about him, forcing itself on Harry, driving
    him back even inside the wards. But Harry had faith in that old Longbottom magic
    still, so he braced his legs and dug his feet into the dirt like a turtle digging
    into its shell, remaining calmly, stubbornly still no matter how hard that wind tried
    to drive him.

    In the end, the wards held. Lord Dudders was no longer looking at him with
    amusement or speculation. His hand remained clenched on the yew wand, and his voice
    trembled with hatred. "I will destroy you for that. And for destroying my
    servant."

    "He might still serve you with one eye mostly dead."

    Lord Dudders shook his head. "It is not about that."

    Of course it wasn't, and Harry took some joy in knowing it wasn't. He grinned at
    Lord Dudders with all his teeth, and noticed the monster's slight start of surprise,
    probably from seeing that Harry still had a fang-like edge to some of them. "This is
    the beginning of the negotiation. I returned one of your servants. When do you want
    the others back?"

    Lord Dudders was silent, caressing his wand. His face held no expression at all
    now, but that was fine. Harry didn't need it. "I will have them all back—and
    Nagini—within two days. This place seems…sufficient."

    He's probably planning on attacking the Longbottom house the minute he's done
    with me. But this was one of the options Harry had already thought about, so he
    nodded. Then he waited for Lord Dudders to leave.

    He did not. Instead, he held Harry's eyes—although not directly, since Harry
    wasn't about to look a Legilimens in the eye like that—and gestured to Snape, who lay
    motionless. "How many of them have you done this to?"

    "Oh, the others all have their eyes intact."

    "Do not pretend to misunderstand me."

    In fact, Harry could barely understand that, probably because it was right at the
    edge of Parseltongue. He arched his eyebrows and shook his head. "None. All of the
    others still have their Dark Marks. Whether you'll be getting them back sane,
    however…"

    Lord Dudders snapped his own teeth and waved his wand. The shadows engulfed him
    and Snape, and he did that silent Apparition out again. Harry stayed within the
    wards, watching and waiting. He wasn't about to come out of the wards until he
    thought it was safe, any more than he was going to look a Legilimens in the eye.

    One thing he could do from the safe spot was to scan the ground with his
    eyes, looking for any sign of dead or dying spiders. There was only one, which had
    probably fallen off Lord Dudders's robes and then got crushed by his boot when he
    took a step. Harry smiled slowly. The others had all gone with him.

    When I can, time to go back to the Black house and see what they see.

    

    Severus looked up slowly, to find half a normal room and half one filled with the
    swimming shadows he always saw since the boy had destroyed his eye. He turned his
    head. He lay at the foot of the Dark Lord's throne.

    The Dark Lord was seated on it. He said nothing.

    Severus knew what was expected of him. He forced his way to his side, then his
    knees. He stayed on all fours, head hanging, and approximated a bow. It was a
    terrible one. He hadn't made one like this since his initiation into the Death
    Eaters, and he knew it. But he felt stripped raw, as bare as his left forearm after
    the boy was through with it.

    The Dark Lord continued to say nothing for long minutes. Severus summoned the
    reserves of his patience and remained motionless. And finally the Dark Lord's hissing
    voice sighed around him. "Tell me what use you are to me without the Dark Mark, my
    servant."

    "You may brand me again, my Lord," Severus said at once, keeping his eyes lowered.
    "And I have information for you on the Potter boy. Valuable information, including
    the extent of his Transfiguration skills."

    The Dark Lord rose and paced towards him. Severus shut up at once. It was a
    rule—an unspoken one, which was maybe why Severus was one of the few Death Eaters to
    grasp it—that one did not speak when the Dark Lord was moving, unless he asked you a
    question.

    The Dark Lord came to a stop behind him. Severus's neck prickled with sweat. He
    still didn't move.

    "The boy you underestimated," the Dark Lord said. "The boy you lost one of my
    other Death Eaters to trying to take. The boy whose captive you were, whose
    slave you were. The boy whose mother you are still obsessed with." He was
    silent for a space, and then said, "I no longer trust you to have an accurate
    perception of that boy, Severus."

    The words came down like iron weights. Severus thought he might as well speak now.
    He had nothing to lose. "My lord, I spent almost a month in close quarters with the
    boy. I know him now as I did not in the past. I—"

    "Avada Kedavra."

    Severus only heard, did not see, the spell that killed him.

    

    "I trust that you will learn your lesson, Draco."

    Draco, crouched in the corner of the throne room, only nodded, not trusting his
    voice to operate for right now. He stared at his motionless professor. When he had
    seen the Dark Lord Apparate in with Professor Snape, he had thought for sure that he
    would see the man forgiven, and that was annoying, because it would push the mission
    the Dark Lord had granted Draco further into the background.

    Now…

    Now it would not.

    Those were the only thoughts Draco focused on, or allowed himself to think, as he
    straightened up and met the Dark Lord's eyes. "I have, my lord. I will not fail you
    in the way he did." He nodded to Snape.

    "And in what way did he fail me, Draco?"

    That was the question Draco had hoped he wouldn't ask, since he didn't know all
    the secrets behind the reason Snape had died. But he could say what he had
    heard, and hope that was correct. He straightened his shoulders and said, "He
    promised you that his obsession and hatred could be of use to you, and instead he
    fell too far into them and did not serve you. My Lord. Instead, he served his
    obsession and hatred."

    The Dark Lord stared at him for long enough that Draco worried he had got it wrong
    after all, and then he smirked and strode over to drop a heavy, cold hand on Draco's
    shoulder. "Indeed. You will go after Potter and bring my other Death Eaters and my
    Nagini back to me. You will not fail."

    Shivering, Draco touched the new Dark Mark beneath his left sleeve and shook his
    head. "I will not, my Lord."

    "Then go."

    Draco bowed his head and Apparated, illegally—but since when did a Malfoy care
    about that?—out of the room. His head and heart were already turning towards his
    mission, towards the thing he would have to achieve, somehow.

    

    Harry came back to himself, spent several minutes assembling the pieces he had
    seen through hundreds of eight-eyed beings in his head, and then smiled a little.
    "Isn't that interesting," he announced.

    A background of birdsong answered him.
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    Chapter Fifty—To Hogwarts

    "Why did you do that to Snape?"

    "You can't honestly think he would ever want to brew potions for us again," Harry
    said, turning his head slightly as he packed yet another mouse into the softly
    bulging bag Professor McGonagall had Transfigured for him. It had so many pockets
    where animals could hide that it had slapped flatly and almost wetly against his back
    when Harry first picked it up, but that would change when it was packed. "Or that we
    could trust them if he did. Do you know all the subtle shades of poison he
    might put in them?"

    Regulus didn't answer for a long time, but stood in the doorway of the library
    watching Harry. "I thought he might be someone you would try to preserve and use as a
    bargaining chip," he said finally.

    "I needed a way to get spies into Lord Dudders's stronghold without making it look
    like I was doing it. He was the way."

    "Did you know he would die?"

    "I suspected it. Lord Dudders might have kept him alive for a while, but you have
    to admit, Snape wasn't what he used to be."

    "Because of the strike to his eye."

    "Not that alone." Harry stepped back from packing the bag and turned to Regulus
    with eyes he knew were calm, maybe calmer than Regulus would approve of. "His hatred.
    Would the Snape you used to know try to attack me when he was still captive
    and had no way of getting out of your house even if he did kill me?"

    Regulus was quiet. Harry waited. He supposed Regulus knew more about Snape than he
    did, thanks to having been Death Eaters together, and he might say something
    different about Snape's actions than Harry thought he would.

    "No," Regulus murmured at last.

    "Yes, I didn't think so." Harry considered, unbuttoned another small pocket on the
    side, and dropped a handful of black widow spiders into it. "We couldn't keep him
    around here. We couldn't trust him. There was no chance he would ever join our side.
    He was angry about me taking the Dark Mark away, for Merlin's sake. And I
    don't think he would ever have served Lord Dudders faithfully again, either, and Lord
    Dudders could probably sense that. Snape was incapable of being faithful to anything
    except his own petty hatreds."

    Regulus shifted, but again remained silent for long enough that Harry was almost
    sure the bag was full. "He did love your mother."

    "Enough to set a trap for me by her hospital room. What would have happened if the
    battle went in there? If, say, Macnair decided that he could hurt me the most by
    cursing her?"

    "I don't think Severus thought…"

    "Right. That's why I think he didn't love my mother at all. It was obsession. He
    probably blamed me for her going mad, as if I had anything to do with it. He
    certainly didn't act as if he blamed the Lestranges, or he would have found some way
    to get revenge on them before they were captured."

    Regulus finally made a soft sound. "You said that in your vision, the Dark Lord
    was speaking to Draco. What are you going to do about him?"

    "If he comes against me? Capture him."

    "You wouldn't…"

    "Kill him out of hand? I haven't killed any of the others out of hand, have I?"
    Harry turned around and slung the bag over his shoulder. "Are you worried because
    he's my age, or for some other reason?"

    "I think you may go further into darkness than you realize yet."

    "I won't kill him if I don't have to," Harry said equably, which he thought was a
    fair thing to say. "I only will if I capture him and give him a chance and he's still
    attacking me like Snape did."

    Regulus gave a faint, sour smile. "I suppose I have to be content with that."

    "It's almost a kindness, you know," Harry said, after a moment of hesitating and
    deciding if he should say anything at all. "For someone as eaten up by hatred as
    Snape was. What chance did he have of surviving?"

    "That's a very cold perspective, Harry."

    "That's what I am, is cold," Harry said, and it was a little hard for him to
    believe Regulus didn't know that by now, which probably meant he should simply ignore
    Regulus when he said things like that. "Anyway. Are you and the others ready to
    Apparate to Hogsmeade?"

    "Yes." Regulus stepped aside so Harry could get his bag through the door, and
    shook his head. "I can't believe that you're all right with the others coming
    along."

    Harry cocked his head. "One of the reasons is that you and Professor McGonagall
    will be there to keep them out of trouble. The other is that if I leave them here on
    their own, God knows what they'll do. Go through the Dark Arts books in the library,
    maybe. Go down and try to talk to the Death Eater prisoners."

    Regulus blinked rapidly, even as he pivoted to walk alongside Harry. "You distrust
    Boot and Longbottom that much?"

    "No. The others. And Neville might get pressured into going along with them
    because they're his friends, and Terry would probably be too busy reading to realize
    they were down in the cellars."

    "Ah."

    At least Regulus said nothing else as they walked down the corridors and Harry
    swung the squirming bag so that it fell right between his shoulder blades, instead of
    along the top of his shoulders. He could feel the spiders and the ants jostling each
    other gently; the mice, who Harry had given crushed corn and grain to keep them
    occupied, were more noticeable as they dodged and darted back and forth. He hoped
    they would get bored and go to sleep soon.

    Or we'll reach Hogwarts soon and I can let them out.

    The others were all waiting in the downstairs sitting room that Regulus had
    brought Harry to during their first conversation. Professor McGonagall nodded at
    Harry when she saw the bag, and held out her arm. Harry went over to her and took it.
    Terry turned to stand on the other side.

    Regulus would be taking Neville first, then come back for Weasley and Granger. He
    had his eyes closed and was working, silently and intently, to lower the wards around
    the house just enough for them to Apparate out. Then they would come back up when
    they were gone. Harry watched in silence, knowing better than to interrupt right
    now.

    Terry leaned towards him. "You said something about having to take the Death
    Eaters to You-Know-Who in two days?" he whispered.

    Harry nodded, not taking his eyes off Regulus.

    "How are you going to manage that and destroy all the Horcruxes in the
    next little while?"

    "I'm going to manage it," Harry said, and heard Terry sigh in that way that meant
    he was irritated. Harry serenely ignored him. Terry could sigh all he liked. Harry
    meant what he said.

    Besides, if Lord Dudders sent Draco after him, which Harry highly suspected would
    happen given the interaction between them he'd seen through the eyes of his spiders,
    then Harry wouldn't hold the two days' deadline as sacred anyway. Lord Dudders had to
    be taught that he wasn't the only one who could break promises.

    "What happens if Dumbledore notices us?"

    Harry grinned a little. "He won't notice the spiders and the ants. He doesn't
    understand or use the Wild the way I do."

    "But us."

    "You are going to stay outside the castle with Professor McGonagall," Harry said,
    even as they disappeared and reappeared in Hogsmeade. Terry looked a little green
    from the Side-Along Apparition. Harry took his bag from his shoulders and gently
    released the first wave of mice. They scurried towards the castle. "And cause a
    distraction, if you want to help."

    Terry blinked and shook his head. "Of course I want to help, but you didn't say
    anything about causing a distraction before now."

    "I thought Weasley or Granger might raise a fuss," said Harry, with a shrug. A
    wave of spiders followed the mice. He would wait to use the ants until they were
    closer to their destination. "I still don't know how loyal they are to
    Dumbledore."

    Terry nodded slowly as he watched Regulus Apparate again, back to the house to get
    Weasley and Granger. "Then what do you want us to do?"

    "I'm going to tell Weasley and Granger that my birds indicate the Horcrux is
    outside the castle," Harry said, and tilted his head in the direction he knew the
    building stood, although he couldn't see it from here. "In the Shrieking Shack. You
    pretend to believe me, and go and search for it."

    "I must applaud your good sense, Mr. Potter."

    Harry turned to see Professor McGonagall standing behind him. She nodded and
    lowered her voice to a whisper. "I do not think that Mr. Weasley and Miss Granger
    would actively betray us, but I also do not think that they stand behind the spirit
    of this adventure."

    Harry nodded. To him that made sense, and so he wasn't going to ask them to do
    things they wouldn't be any good at. He slung the bag over his shoulder again and
    added, "Are you going to be with them, Professor McGonagall?" He half-wanted her to
    come to the school with him, but on the other hand, Dumbledore might have some trap
    spells up that would react to her presence.

    "I am going to come with you," said Professor McGonagall. "And yes, I do think
    Albus might have traps up, but he cannot create traps for all my forms
    without also catching Mrs. Norris in them." She shimmered, and her body melted into
    the cat. Harry smiled down at her and turned to face the school.

    "What about me?" Regulus asked in a soft voice as he took a step away from
    Weasley. The three Gryffindors were talking together quietly, now and then looking
    around Hogsmeade as though they expected a Death Eater attack at any moment.

    "Your choice," Harry said. "Do the Gryffindors need supervision more, or do you
    think that you can find your way into the school even past the traps that Dumbledore
    probably has waiting for you?"

    Regulus narrowed his eyes. "I don't think he's ever come close enough to me to
    have a sense of my magical signature. And he can't set wards that sense the Dark Mark
    without stopping Snape—he probably still hopes Snape will come back to him."

    Professor McGonagall moved uneasily near Harry's feet. He knew why. He'd told her
    what he'd done to Snape, and she had asked for some time to think about it, but she
    hadn't said anything about it before they had to come to Hogwarts. Well, at least she
    wasn't turning her back on him the way she temporarily had after he'd stopped Snape's
    attack on him.

    "We'll do as we're asked."

    Neville had stepped forwards. He caught Harry's eye firmly, and Harry nodded.
    Neville knew that the Horcrux wasn't in the Shrieking Shack. But he would
    keep his friends from realizing how much they were being placated and held back from
    danger.

    "Good," said Harry. "You know the way to the Shrieking Shack?"

    Weasley shuddered. "Who doesn't?"

    "Is the Horcrux there?" Granger gasped, jumping automatically to the conclusion
    that Harry wanted her to reach. Sometimes—although not often enough for his
    tastes—Gryffindors were reliable like that.

    "Yes," Harry said. "At least, it was one of the places my birds were singing."
    That was even the truth, although only because his birds had needed
    somewhere to sit and sing around Hogwarts, and the roof of a building no one
    used was one of the best choices. "Why don't you go with Terry and scout it out?"

    "What are you going to do?"

    Harry looked at Hogwarts. "Dumbledore has something that belongs to me," he said
    with perfect truth. "I'm going to get it back."

    

    Neville knew why Harry felt like he couldn't tell Ron and Hermione, but
    he understood.

    And he knew the Horcrux wasn't in the Shrieking Shack, but he was going to tell
    his friends that was where it was, and act surprised with them when Harry came out of
    Hogwarts with the Horcrux in his hands.

    If he doesn't destroy it with the basilisk fang that's already there.

    Neville tensed when he thought of that. How was Harry going to get into the
    Chamber without Neville there to hiss in Parseltongue for him? But knowing Harry, he
    had that figured out already, or he would have asked Neville to go with him and found
    some other excuse to leave Ron and Hermione out here.

    "Good luck, Harry," he said.

    Harry looked at him, holding Neville's eye with a faint smile. Neville nodded and
    watched him go up the path with a cat padding beside him and Black walking at his
    heels. After a few seconds, he Disillusioned himself so that Neville couldn't see
    exactly where he was.

    He's what I should have been.

    Gran had written to him about that in more than one of her letters. Neville knew
    that Harry wouldn't agree, but although he agreed that he wouldn't want to
    Transfigure himself the way Harry had done and obsess over his parents—it was bad
    enough having them dead and perfect in his Gran's eyes—he knew Harry had other
    virtues.

    He wasn't afraid of Voldemort.

    He would get the job done, no matter what he set out to do. Neville hadn't even
    been able to prevent Ron and Hermione from following him, which sometimes he thought
    he should have done.

    "Nev?"

    Ron was waiting. Neville turned away and managed to make his face into a scowl of
    grim determination. "Well, let's find the Horcrux, then."

    

    Albus uneasily set down the glass of Firewhisky he'd been drinking in an effort to
    fall asleep. It should have been easy. The Minister had finally removed
    Dolores from the school, and between calling Horace back to take up the Potions
    position, teaching Minerva's classes himself, and allowing a revolving group of
    Aurors to take over the Defense post, they had managed. The school was no longer on
    the verge of rebellion. A few Marked students had been found and quietly forced out.
    The search for Neville wasn't going well, but Albus knew they would have to find him
    eventually.

    Still, though, there was a sense like slime creeping through his veins. He didn't
    know what was wrong, but he knew something was.

    He looked at Fawkes. The phoenix was usually asleep at this hour, but instead he
    sat in the middle of his perch and tilted his head back and forth, fixing first one
    thing in the office and then another with a bright, gleaming eye. He looked at Albus
    and gave a soft chirp.

    "Can you hear an enemy approaching?" Albus asked quietly, lowering his glass again
    and taking out his wand. Sometimes—not often—he had to admit that he liked having the
    Elder Wand on hand, with the reputation of being unbeatable.

    Fawkes gave an uncertain trill and looked around the office again. Albus did the
    same thing, but saw only dust and a spider hanging calmly from a web in the corner.
    He shook his head. He would have to have the house-elves in here to dust again.

    "Perhaps I should patrol the corridors, just in case," he murmured, and rose to
    his feet. Most of the time, a Disillusionment Charm would have sufficed, but this
    time, he went to a trunk that had stood forgotten in a corner of his office for years
    and drew out James's Invisibility Cloak.

    An extra layer of protection couldn't hurt.

    

    Dumbledore's getting ready to leave his office.

    Harry quietly altered his course so that he could get to the entrance of the
    Chamber of Secrets by a different path. At least it was on the second floor, and not
    the seventh.

    Next to him, Professor McGonagall peered around a corner and curled her tail as a
    sign that it was clear there, although Harry had seen the report already through the
    eyes of his mice. Regulus had used a spell that made him move completely silently,
    even to the ears of Harry's animals, and muffled the outline of his body in ways that
    made him harder to see than even a Disillusionment Charm. Harry's spiders kept
    running across his feet.

    He'd offered the spell to Harry, but Harry had had to decline. His animals might
    need to find him any second with an urgent message.

    They turned into the second-floor corridor they needed, and then a shiver swept
    through the mice who were around the next corner. Harry immediately froze and cocked
    his head. There was nothing to be seen, but the mice had smelled something, and it
    had frightened them.

    Professor McGonagall crouched and showed her teeth, although she did it without
    spitting or hissing that might have alerted someone. Harry knelt down and spoke in a
    voice that he knew feline ears would pick up, but not human ones.

    "Something around the corner. Not visible, but the mice can hear and smell it."
    Now they were telling him about the tromp of heavy footsteps that met their delicate
    ears.

    Professor McGonagall jumped lightly to a windowsill, and then up to a gargoyle
    directly under the ceiling. She waited. Harry sank back against the wall,
    half-shielded by the same windowsill, and Regulus hovered behind him.

    In the silence, Harry could hear the scurrying of his spiders better than
    anything, and the tapping of the legs of his ants still in the bag.

    Then he heard the footsteps, too.

    Professor McGonagall tilted her head, obviously tracking with nose and whiskers to
    let him know where the person was. Then she flicked an ear at Harry, and he shrank
    even more into the window alcove.

    He hadn't watched closely enough through the eyes of the spider in Dumbledore's
    office to spot when he actually left; he'd been focused on the mice in this corridor.
    But he had no doubt it was Dumbledore. No student could have perfected that kind of
    charm that would let him move without even the outline of a body, and no other
    professor on patrol duty would have a reason to walk out of sight like this.

    Plus, Professor McGonagall wasn't attacking. She had told Harry that she felt she
    could handle most other opponents, but Dumbledore was out of her league.

    Regulus leaned back towards Harry and narrowed his eyes. "He must be using the
    Invisibility Cloak," he said, in the same breathless voice Harry had for Professor
    McGonagall.

    "He has one?" Harry didn't take his eyes off the sound of footsteps. At least
    Regulus was in front of him, and although no one could see him due to his spells, he
    wasn't transparent, either. He would block the shimmering outline of the Charm around
    Harry.

    "Well, not him. I think it belonged to your father. He used it more than once in
    battle against the Death Eaters."

    Harry caught his breath, and then wanted to laugh in joy. Well, he had
    come back to get something from Dumbledore that belonged to him, after all. He had
    simply been referring to the basilisk fang, but it had worked out this way, and he
    was glad it had.

    He drew his wand. Regulus reached out and clamped his wrist, not hard enough to
    hurt, but in definite warning.

    "What are you doing?" he asked in the same whisper. Dumbledore was almost
    past them.

    "Giving him something to fight," Harry said, and focused on the image he wanted.
    After the songbirds, it was easy. He had the Wild shaped and dancing around him
    almost before he thought, and there were plenty of objects around that he could
    Transfigure without weakening the structure of Hogwarts or giving them away.
    "Commuto saxem felinem!"

    The nearest piece of rubble fallen from Hogwarts's old masonry writhed and
    squirmed, and then there was a tabby cat where it had been. It arched its back and
    yawned, then followed Dumbledore with a near-soundless pad of paws. In seconds, it
    had leaped and snagged Dumbledore's cloak, tugging it away from him.

    My cloak, Harry thought smugly.

    Dumbledore turned around with an oath, and then went still when he saw the cat.
    "Minerva?" he whispered.

    Regulus didn't chuckle, but Harry felt his body shake as though he wanted to.
    Harry grinned. He'd deliberately given his Transfigured cat markings around the eyes
    like Professor McGonagall's spectacles.

    And while Dumbledore could tell the cat was alive with the power of
    Transfiguration, that could easily be mistaken for the aura of an Animagus—especially
    when he wasn't all that familiar with the Wild.

    "I am glad that you've come back, Minerva," Dumbledore went on, raising his wand a
    little. "Glad that you've seen sense. Why don't you come up to my office and we can
    talk?"

    Harry's cat tilted its head as though it was considering it, and then moved
    casually to the side, off the Cloak. Harry concentrated hard on a non-verbal
    Summoning Charm, and the Cloak immediately whirled towards him.

    He had meant it to go, well, invisibly, while Dumbledore was focused on the cat
    that he thought was Professor McGonagall. But Dumbledore was either more aware than
    Harry was expecting or less focused on the cat. He snapped his wand out and started
    to incant a Summoning Charm of his own.

    Shit. Harry rapped his knuckles hard against the stone, the signal to
    both Professor McGonagall and Regulus that something had gone wrong, and they should
    shift to their backup plan.

    Regulus stepped out to duel Dumbledore. Professor McGonagall leaped off the
    gargoyle with all four paws spread wide and landed on Dumbledore's neck, making him
    stagger and shout with pain.

    Harry ran straight for the girls' bathroom. When he was on the soaking floor, he
    dumped his ants out of his bag and filled the intelligence of the swam, the will that
    was greater than any one insect alone, with the image of his desire, the basilisk
    fang.

    They scuttled into the nearest pipe, and Harry turned around and faced the door,
    his wand drawn. He would fight Dumbledore if he had to.

    He didn't want to. He wanted to find the Horcrux in Hogwarts as well as the
    basilisk fang and get out with both of them. But it had been his own mistake that had
    cost them their secrecy. He would do what he needed to do.

    And in the meantime…

    Songbirds hadn't been the only creatures he had read about.

    Harry reached out to the shadows falling from the torches into the room, and began
    quietly to see if he could shape darkness with the Wild.
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    Chapter Fifty-One—Weaving the Darkness

    Minerva sank her claws deeper into the back of Albus's neck before she jumped off
    and turned around to face him. Albus was staggering, his mouth agape. Minerva thought
    it was more the shock of being ambushed than any actual pain. She hadn't hit him
    that hard.

    But then she saw Regulus in front of him, coolly casting spells that outlined
    Albus's body with a nimbus of blue and purple light. Minerva had never seen them
    before. From the way Albus trembled and then fell to one knee, though, she could
    guess at their effect.

    She put her tail up and mewed softly. Regulus didn't bother looking at her, only
    twisted out of the way as Albus finally managed to level his wand.

    "You really shouldn't have thought that you could do whatever you wanted with
    Harry." Regulus's voice was cool and distant. "I could have forgiven a lot, but not
    that."

    "I was only doing—what was necessary—to rescue—"

    Regulus cut him off, with a cold laugh that abruptly made Minerva realize how
    terrifying he must have been as a Death Eater. "Who would have needed
    rescuing if you had let him alone? You were the one who felt so threatened by a
    fifteen-year-old schoolboy that you tried to recruit him to your war effort or crush
    him completely."

    "If he has told you that," Albus said, and he was standing now, his voice
    steadier, "then you are more of a fool than I suspected."

    "He didn't have to tell me anything. He wouldn't think to do that,
    anyway." Regulus sounded mildly disgusted. "He only told me a few things, and then I
    thought about the way you looked at Slytherins and anyone who wanted to study their
    own magic when I was a student here, and it became clear. And it was crystalline by
    the time Minerva fled."

    Albus turned to face Minerva in turn. Minerva cringed when she saw how
    disappointed he looked. She'd thought she was immune to that gaze, but Albus was a
    past master at it and it was disconcerting to face.

    "If you could have stayed," Albus began, and his voice was coaxing, sad, and
    eloquent at once.

    Regulus hit him from behind with another spell Minerva didn't recognize. But other
    than creating a dark blue halo around Albus for a minute and then flaring and
    disappearing, it didn't seem to do anything in particular. Albus still turned around
    and stared with tragic, betrayed eyes at Regulus.

    "What was that curse?" Albus asked.

    "You know very well. I know you were close to my brother, and I know he used that
    on a few Death Eaters during the war. There's no way he wouldn't have told you."

    Minerva blinked and curled her tail for a second. She couldn't see Albus's face
    anymore, but she could identify the stink of fear when she was in her feline form.
    Albus had begun to smell of it so abruptly that she wrinkled her nose, her delicate
    senses disturbed.

    "How could you?" Albus whispered.

    "I think we've established that. Or should have." Regulus leaned back on the wall
    and shook his head. Minerva wondered if she was the only one seeing the careful way
    he breathed, how his folded arms partially shielded his side. A spell Albus cast that
    Minerva hadn't seen must have got through. "I want to stop you. Well, even if you
    kill me now, that curse will remain to take justice for me. And Harry. And Minerva.
    And anyone else you alienated or made into a tool during your endless campaign of
    'Headmaster knows best.'"

    Minerva paced slowly forwards. She had been in the Order of the Phoenix at the
    time, and thought she was close to Sirius, but she remembered no information about a
    curse that even indirectly resembled that one.

    Albus seemed to have recovered from his shock, and whatever other injuries he'd
    taken. He aimed his wand again. "I think you know that I will kill you. You
    know what wand I wield."

    Minerva narrowed her eyes. What wand? She knew the old stories that said Albus had
    taken Grindelwald's wand from him after their duel, but just because it was
    Grindelwald's wand wouldn't make it especially powerful.

    "I know it, or I couldn't have cast that curse." Regulus was smiling, the sort of
    curled smile that Minerva used to dread when it appeared in her classes, because she
    knew it once again meant Sirius had come up with some plan to torture Severus.

    "You will regret it," said Albus, in the same way he had told Neville that he
    needed to be stronger, and Minerva that she needed to spend more time training
    Neville and give more leeway to Severus, and his students that they needed to live up
    to Gryffindor ideals.

    Regulus laughed a little. "Only in the amount of strength it's taken from me."

    Which at least reduced Minerva's worries that he'd somehow been wounded and she
    hadn't seen the curse Albus had cast. She tensed, ready to dart in through Albus's
    ankles. She had to be careful and clever, though, or he would simply Stun her and be
    done with it. She was surprised he hadn't already. Regulus must have taken him too
    off-guard.

    But in the moment before the duel could begin, the darkness to the sides of the
    corridors stirred, and Minerva saw both Albus's and Regulus's breath foam in front of
    their mouths. She blinked and stared, then began to shiver from the cold herself.

    "What is this?" Albus's voice was high and thin. "What is this? What evil
    have you unleashed?"

    Minerva couldn't tell if he was talking to her or to Regulus. And in the end, when
    she saw the creatures coming out of the shadows, perhaps it didn't matter.

    

    Harry reached deep into himself for knowledge. Some things he knew from reading
    textbooks. Some he knew from reading books in the Black library. Some he knew from
    history. And some things simply made sense, the same way he had known he could
    protect himself with Transfiguration after he started to learn it.

    The knowledge answered his call, a heavy dark weight that flowed up his windpipe
    like Nagini might have. Harry opened his mouth, and the words were there, balanced on
    his tongue, half incantation and half wordless shriek.

    "Commuto caliginem—"

    The rest wasn't a word. It was a sound like the howl of the wind and a sad sigh
    and a depthless laughter, the sound the creatures he was trying to weave into being
    made in his soul when he thought of them.

    There was a bated moment when Harry thought they wouldn't answer. He didn't know
    enough about them. He'd modified the incantation, or created it, but not well enough.
    There was no way to predict them. The Wild didn't really make them up the way it did
    other creatures. There was no—

    And then there they were, twisting around him, imitating the snake-like movement
    of the words up his throat. Harry smiled at them a little. He'd wished he could speak
    Parseltongue, but that was the next best thing.

    They felt his will, as the mice and cats and eagles he had created before had.
    They finished forming, and when they did, they were almost polite black cloaks
    drifting in midair, gleaming white hands folded in front of them.

    Harry sighed out. He'd wondered if they would try to attack him, but
    either his will was paramount, or his soul was too much like an animal's.

    "Go make sure that Regulus and Professor McGonagall are safe, retrieve the
    Invisibility Cloak, and stop Dumbledore," he told them. "You might not want to kill
    him."

    His Dementors filed out of the bathroom. Harry wondered for a second if Professor
    McGonagall and Regulus would know they were friends, but he doubted it would matter
    either way. The Dementors would avoid them, and Dumbledore's Patronus probably
    wouldn't work on them. They were different from the "natural" ones, as Amicus had
    been different from a normal rat, Yar from a normal eagle.

    Harry turned around and took the krait out of his pocket. It turned its head and
    peered up at him with soft, dull eyes. Harry laid it on the floor next to the sink,
    near the pipe the ants had gone through to reach the Chamber of Secrets, and nodded
    at the opening.

    He knew from Neville that the basilisk had been able to crawl around the school
    thanks to the pipes. It stood to reason that spaces that would contain a basilisk
    could take a krait.

    "I taught you the music of the Horcrux. Go and find the loudest song and then come
    back and lead me to it."

    The krait flickered out its tongue once in obedience, then turned and crawled into
    the pipe. Harry waited a moment to make sure it wouldn't come right back due to a
    lack of understanding, but it didn't. He strode across the bathroom and started to
    open the door.

    "You're scary."

    Harry turned to face the floating silvery ghost girl Neville had told him haunted
    this toilet. He shrugged a little. "I do what I have to do."

    "I could get Peeves," said the ghost girl, as if trying out a new idea. "He could
    probably stop you."

    Harry didn't think Peeves could do that, but on the other hand, he hadn't exactly
    tangled with the poltergeist on a regular basis while he was trying to keep his
    secrets. "You do that," he said, "and I'll call a creature that can destroy you. Can
    a Dementor eat a ghost? I wonder if I can create one—"

    The ghost girl squeaked and wailed and apparently fled through back into her
    toilet. Harry shrugged a little and faced the door.

    Time to see what his Dementors had wrought.

    

    Albus ignored the way he thought he could feel Black's curse tugging at his vitals
    already—it wouldn't work that quickly—and summoned the memory to mind of when he had
    first met Gellert. Somehow, Dementors had come to Hogwarts. He didn't know how they
    would have got past the protections.

    Perhaps Minerva lowered the protections and let them in behind her. She would
    do anything she could to spite me.

    But the magic was still there on the end of his wand, shimmering, and he still
    yelled "EXPECTO PATRONUM!" and watched it fly out, the soaring phoenix, as
    it had been since he came to Hogwarts as a Transfiguration professor.

    The phoenix, cloaked in swirling flames, soared directly at the nearest Dementor.
    The creature didn't flinch from it, which made Dumbledore frown. Sometimes, when they
    were entirely intent on eating the soul of a prisoner, they would react like that,
    and the Patronus would almost destroy itself trying to destroy them.

    But this one simply stepped past the Patronus and lifted its faceless hood in
    Albus's direction, reaching out a hand.

    No. Albus had imagined many ways to die, and now, thanks to Black, he
    knew how he would. But none of them had been at a Dementor's hands, or lips. He
    retreated before the reaching fingers, knowing his wand trembled.

    The creatures lined up, drifting towards him. Not a one turned to look at Minerva
    or Black, which was all the confirmation Albus needed that they were the Dementors'
    allies. Albus swallowed and wondered if they would spread out after this, seeking the
    souls of innocent children asleep in Gryffindor Tower, in the Hufflepuff common room,
    in the Ravenclaw beds. How many people were Black and Minerva willing to kill to be
    rid of him?

    He thought of offering himself up as a sacrifice, saying they could have his soul
    if they left the children alone. It would free him from the torment of waiting for
    Black's curse to work, and perhaps it would spare an innocent or two.

    But before he could open his mouth and say he would do so, the Dementors formed a
    circle around him. Albus paused. Would they share his soul between them? And what
    would be the effect if they did? He had never read of Dementors letting another of
    their kind share a meal. They were selfish brutes.

    The circle tightened, and Albus lifted his wand, the Elder Wand that he had
    thought to render harmless by dying with it. Perhaps he could still cast another
    Patronus and break through whatever strange protections Minerva had laid on the
    Dementors.

    Beyond the circle, he saw a Dementor pick up James's Invisibility Cloak, and
    stared. Most of the time, they cared about human clothing only if it contained a clue
    that they could use to track a criminal.

    Then Harry Potter came out of the bathroom.

    He moved like a cat, and his eyes shone like a cat's, like a wolf's—like the eyes
    of a child with Lycaon's Syndrome. His hair was dark enough that Albus could barely
    distinguish it from the robes he wore. His pale hands were clasped in front of him,
    imitating the posture of the Dementors, and from the way he glanced up as the one
    holding the Cloak handed it to him, Albus knew who the leader was after all.

    "Oh, Minerva," he whispered. "How could you have fallen for this boy's
    tricks?"

    As if hearing the words, said boy turned to him. Albus found himself recoiling
    without even meaning to. He had always found animals like phoenixes more congenial
    than ones like cats because of the brightness in their gazes, the awareness that
    another creature stood in front of them and their ability to respond to the
    other's presence.

    Cats had a blankness. All predators did. It meant they were only interested in
    prey, and not in the presence of the being as a presence. What it would mean
    for them, whether they could eat it—that was all.

    This boy was like a cat. He was not the son Lily and James had left. Albus had no
    trouble believing the Dementors would leave him alone; he wasn't human
    anymore.

    "Thank you for the Cloak," the boy said, and it was impossible to tell if he was
    addressing the Dementors or Albus, until he went on. "I didn't know it should have
    belonged to me. Now I have something of my family's." He folded it carefully and
    tucked it into what appeared to be a little pouch hanging near his waist. Albus could
    only shake his head.

    James, how you would die if you were sane.

    "You don't deserve to have that cloak," Albus told the boy. He had passed beyond
    fear. Let the boy tell the Dementors to suck out his soul. What mattered was having
    his say, so at least the two adults present could listen and decide if they really
    wanted to cast their lot with a rabid animal. "You won't use it properly."

    "Why not?"

    Such indifference. Albus wanted to scream and smash it with his bare hands. That
    he could not only made the hollow center of his chest fill with a dull ache. He
    couldn't believe that Minerva, whom he had been accustomed to think of as
    intelligent, could fall for this act. And Black. A Death Eater, but he had buried
    Sirius and Albus had thought of him as decent for that.

    Easily manipulated was more like it.

    "Because its power is too great for you. All you want is to kill your enemies and
    Transfigure yourself."

    The boy gave him a faint smile and then turned and looked around as a small snake
    came crawling out of the bathroom behind him. He bent down towards it and looked at
    it for a long moment. Albus felt his bowels turn watery. Was the boy a Parselmouth?
    Had Voldemort somehow marked both of them after all?

    But the only thing the boy did was frown and glance up at Black and Minerva.
    "Something prevented him from getting to the Horcrux's hiding place. There's not much
    that could do that. Do you know anything about an enchanted room separate from the
    pipes? Or a barrier that all the pipes in the school avoid?"

    Black was the one to make a soft noise of recognition, while Albus was still
    reeling from the fact that the boy knew about Horcruxes. "Of course. The Room of
    Requirement. It changes shape according to a person's desire, and your snake isn't a
    person, so he couldn't influence it. What a perfect hiding place for the Horcrux. I
    should have thought of that as soon as you mentioned your birds flying to
    Hogwarts."

    "What birds? How do you know about Horcruxes?" Albus snapped. The Dementors hadn't
    yet sucked out his soul, and Potter looked—infuriating as it was—as if he had better
    things to do than kill Albus. That might mean…

    Albus did not dare think of some of the things it would mean, if he could
    not get Potter under control right now.

    The boy only blinked and glanced at him as if he assumed that Albus had gone to
    sleep. "My plan." Then he turned around and said to Black, "You can show me where the
    Room of Requirement is?"

    "My memory hasn't deteriorated that much since I was a schoolboy," said
    Black dryly, to which the boy only responded with a blank stare. "But don't you need
    to wait for your ants?"

    "No. If I'm not here when they come out with it, then they'll just find me
    wherever I am and bring it to me."

    What? Albus yearned to ask, but it seemed that neither Minerva nor Black
    was in a confessional mood and the boy's talkative one had ended. He had to stand
    there and watch as they turned to go up the corridor.

    Wait. No, I don't. Black had cast that curse on him that would eventually
    doom him, but it wasn't as though it would kill Albus right now. And he
    would be pathetic if he simply stood here and watched enemies who might be greater
    than Voldemort walk away. At least Albus had always understood what Tom was, and it
    had never felt like a betrayal when he began to work with the Dark. This did.

    He raised his wand and aimed carefully between the shoulders of the Dementors.
    They weren't doing anything except standing around him in a circle. Perhaps they
    couldn't do anything without the boy's direct command.

    He didn't say the spell. After so long paired with the Elder Wand, he knew exactly
    how to move it, and his magic was actually sometimes more powerful when wordless. His
    will sped down the wand, and away from him, towards the boy's unprotected back.

    Silent, powerful…

    There was no way that he could have sensed it.

    But he did.

    He leaped into the air and came down like a rabbit, throwing the Invisibility
    Cloak around himself as he moved. In a second he was a shimmer of motion. Albus could
    see through the Cloak when he concentrated, but it took a prior spell cast on his
    eyes, and for a moment, he hesitated, even as Black shouted and turned back towards
    him.

    "Expelliarmus."

    The voice came from right beside him.

    Impossible to cover the distance that fast, Albus thought, even as he
    watched the Elder Wand go soaring out of his hand, even as he watched it smack into
    an arm reaching from under a silky fabric, even as plans began to shred and drift
    like the outlines of Dementors in his mind.

    Then he remembered the modifications that the boy had made to his leg muscles.
    Yes, he might be able to cover the ground like a rabbit or kangaroo with those.

    Albus tried to dismiss the irrelevant thoughts, but it was hard to think around
    the deadness in his mind, or the lump in his throat. He watched as the boy came back
    into sight, holding the Elder Wand and giving it in an incurious glance before he
    tucked it into his waistband.

    "Better this way," he said. "You might have sent a Patronus for help, and that
    would have been annoying."

    He turned back to Black. "Where is the Room?"

    "On the seventh floor."

    The boy nodded once and turned his wrist over. The Dementors parted from around
    Albus, but only so some of them could stream around the corner and ahead of the boy,
    while the rest formed a tighter circle around Albus.

    Albus shut his eyes. He wondered how many innocent children would lose their souls
    during the boy's quest for the Room of Requirement, and wished his sacrifice had
    worked after all.

    He might have tried to break out, but without a wand, it would be suicide. And
    Black's curse or not, he might be able to do more good in the future, perhaps even
    recovering his wand. So he sat down on the floor and prepared to wait quietly.

    Someone would have to come along, and perhaps the Dementors wouldn't attack them,
    either, since they only seemed meant to hold Albus here. He could send the message
    then, and wake the other professors.

    There must be a way of stopping him.

    

    Harry had to smile as he stood outside the door to the Room of Requirement, which
    had formed after he'd walked back and forth in front of the wall three times and
    thought about wanting the place where the Horcrux was hidden. He'd been skeptical at
    first, but Regulus had been right, this existed. He would have to ask him
    later how he'd learned about it.

    For now, he could sense the contained Wild in the room, probably part of the magic
    had been used to create it in the first place, and the coiled void of the Horcrux. It
    had stopped singing so loudly when he created the door. Harry wondered if it could
    sense his intentions and was waiting to defend itself, or if it thought another
    victim was entering.

    Harry swung the door open softly.

    The rubbish in the room astonished him. Some of it looked like old books and
    jewelry that might have been hidden hastily and then abandoned when their owners
    couldn't come back for them, but who would want to save cracked chairs and empty
    potions vials?

    Harry shook his head and stepped further into the room. He didn't need the song to
    spot the Horcrux, the silver diadem hanging over the ear of a bust. He let out a soft
    breath and walked towards it.

    Professor McGonagall slipped in beside him, still in her cat form. Harry nodded to
    her. She would be less vulnerable to the Horcrux's song in that form, and it was
    sensible of her.

    "Should you be trying to touch it?" Regulus asked flatly from behind
    him.

    Harry turned his head to answer, and his krait hissed a warning.

    There was a black, greasy smoke gathering around the diadem when he turned back,
    nothing like the magic that had tried to attack him when he was affecting the Death
    Eaters' Dark Marks before. Harry gripped his wand.

    The smoke rose, and rose, until Harry had to tilt his head back to regard it. Then
    it coalesced and grew long and thin, and a black cobra as high as the ceiling swayed
    in front of him, hood flared.

    It opened its mouth and spat venom at him with deadly accuracy.

    Harry dodged, and the battle began.
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    Chapter Fifty-Two—King Cobra

    "There's no way you can—"

    Regulus was saying other words, but Harry had to put them out of his mind, because
    the battle he was facing was more important.

    He'd already cast a Stunner at the cobra simply to see what would happen, and
    watched the spell pass straight through its body, as though it was made of thick
    smoke. But it made a solid sound on the piles of rubbish when its body slithered, and
    when it struck at him with poison, the liquid sizzled and hissed as it melted coins
    behind him.

    It's only solid some of the time, then. It can change its composition or part
    like shadow when it sees magic coming at it.

    That made things harder.

    Harry released a flood of animals from his pockets, and watched as the mice and
    ants ran into the corners. Perhaps they could serve as a distraction. Otherwise, at
    least they wouldn't be crushed beneath him as he fell from the poison.

    The cobra hissed, and drew his attention back to it. Harry examined it. It didn't
    seem to have noticed his animals' exodus. It was thrashing its way towards him, and
    more venom gleamed on its fangs.

    I hope the ants find me with the basilisk fang soon.

    The hope flamed in his mind and passed away. Harry leaped to the side, away from
    another gout of poison, and thought about leaping onto the cobra's head, but it would
    probably make it insubstantial just long enough for him to pass through, then stab
    him with a fang as he tumbled beneath the hood.

    So I have to do something else.

    He jumped again, crouching so he got the full benefit from his altered muscles,
    and the cobra hissed in frustration as it struck just beside him and missed. Harry
    landed on top of a tilting chair that immediately started to fall. He jumped again,
    aiming high, just as the cobra turned towards him.

    His foot struck something solid for a second before it melted away, and a sharp,
    tingling chill passed up his foot. Harry whirled, managing to land only partially on
    his side against a pile of broken picture frames.

    All right. So it's not made of smoke, but of that some corrupted Wild that I
    felt in the Dark Marks and hovering around Nagini. Well, it makes sense that it can't
    just be a void, not if it's going to create something that can actually defend the
    Horcrux instead of just exert pressure on people to make them feel awful.

    Harry knew there was still no way of killing the Horcrux until the ants brought
    him the basilisk fang. And even then, he didn't know if he would have to plunge it
    into the diadem itself. That meant he would have to get past the cobra.

    But thanks to his expertise with the Wild, he might be able to hold the cobra at
    bay until the ants found him.

    The thoughts trickled through his mind, as calm and still as clear water, while he
    leaped easily among the piles of rubbish, and kicked one of them so that it fell over
    and trapped the cobra's tail when it tried to turn. Of course the cobra simply melted
    into nothingness and then solidified again on the other side, but at least it slowed
    it down for a moment and let Harry finish his thoughts.

    Harry landed, then jumped once again and kicked Regulus in the back just as he was
    going to do something extremely stupid to the snake. Regulus rolled with the blow,
    seeming more stunned than anything else. A second later, glittering spittle
    splattered where he'd been standing.

    "Why did you kick me?" Regulus wheezed, coming back to his feet with
    difficulty.

    Harry nodded at the smoking hole the venom had made in the floor of the Room of
    Requirement, and then turned and faced the cobra. It seemed to have noticed that no
    matter what it did, he simply got out of the way. It had stopped chasing him for a
    second and was swaying back and forth above him instead.

    That moment of stillness was all Harry needed. He reached out and confidently
    hooked his will around the cobra's Wild, then pulled on it as hard as he could. No
    finesse needed, none wanted. He pulled as if he was trying to rip it apart.

    The cobra gave a hissing noise that probably would have meant something to
    Neville, and spat more venom. Harry was already out of the way. He didn't need to
    concentrate for this sort of thing. He yanked, and yanked, and yanked, pulling like a
    baby bird that had got hold of a worm its parent wouldn't give up.

    The cobra was shrinking in size, but then more greasy smoke came out of the diadem
    and rejoined what was already there. In seconds, it was rearing up and showing fangs
    that shone with a sullen light again.

    If that won't work, then I need something that will, Harry thought, even
    as he let go of his hold on the Wild.

    

    Minerva didn't even think of trying to join in the battle with the cobra. She was
    small and fast enough that she probably wouldn't get in Harry's way, but neither
    would she be able to help. Instead, she leaped up on a table that rocked under her
    but didn't give way, and then soared straight towards the diadem.

    It began twitching when she landed on top of the bust. That didn't matter. Minerva
    didn't intend to touch it. She batted up a robe hanging on what looked like part of a
    bedpost nearby and tugged at it until the thin material tore. With the cloth covering
    her paw, she scooped up the diadem.

    The corrupt, buzzing force reached towards her at once, what Harry would probably
    feel as the Wild, but it didn't matter. Minerva had the cloth for protection, and
    also, she was a cat at the moment. Human brain, maybe, but the Wild wasn't expecting
    to touch only that, and drew back with a feeling like her head emerging from cold
    water.

    Minerva turned and flung the diadem with a twist of her paw as far as it would go.
    It slammed into the far wall, and the cobra confronting Harry and Regulus dissolved,
    just as it was starting to lunge down to try and impale them on a fang. When it
    reformed, it was over near where the diadem had fallen.

    Minerva leaped down from the bust and changed back on the way down, as she did
    when she leaped off her desk on the first day of Transfiguration classes. She had
    read one last book on Horcruxes before they left to begin this hunt, and she thought
    something else besides basilisk fangs would probably work.

    "Regulus, get Harry to the door," she said, not taking her eyes from the cobra and
    the diadem. Right now, the shadow-snake was only watching her, as if it didn't
    understand where the cat had gone or how a human could be in its place. "I want to
    try something."

    "What?"

    "Professor McGonagall—"

    Minerva rolled her eyes and began to chant the incantation for Fiendfyre. At least
    she knew Regulus would recognize it.

    And he did. With a startled oath, he tugged Harry out the door of the room.
    Minerva heard it slam open but not shut, and had to smile a little.

    That would probably be Harry, leaning in so that he could make sure of how the
    spell was done, and that she was safe, at the same time. With him, it was always twin
    motives.

    Minerva focused her attention on the flames beginning to blossom out of her wand.
    Of course she thought it was hard to cast Fiendfyre. She wasn't someone so full of
    hate and the impulse to destroy that it would come naturally. But the book on
    Horcruxes had suggested something else she hadn't known about the spell, any more
    than she had known it could destroy Horcruxes.

    Fiendfyre was alive. The will to live, to live so badly that something
    else would have to die, could fuel the spell, too.

    Brilliant white flame soared around Minerva, creating arcs like double rainbows.
    The cobra had drawn back almost to the point that it vanished inside the diadem.
    Minerva smiled over at it, and stoked the fire inside.

    She wanted to live. She wanted to walk in the Forbidden Forest again, as human and
    cat, and feel the dirt under her boots and her paws. She wanted Harry to live, to see
    his goshawk eyes calm and contented. She wanted Regulus to make it out of here and
    perhaps find another way to let his Dark knowledge and power out. She wanted—

    The will was enough. The first Fiendfyre beast came into being, what might have
    looked like a tiger if not for the electric blue stripes it was covered with and the
    bat wings that opened from its back. It stalked towards the diadem, jaws open.

    Other tigers leaped up the walls, and snakes, and dragons, and chimeras, and some
    of them began to turn their heads towards her.

    Minerva leaped and ran.

    In the end, either the Fiendfyre howling and crackling at her heels had less
    interest in her than the diadem, who couldn't run, or perhaps part of the magic felt
    a vague loyalty towards her for casting it in the first place. She leaped out the
    door, right beside Regulus, and slammed it shut, trusting the magic of the Room of
    Requirement to keep the fire contained.

    "But how can we tell for sure the Horcrux is dead?" Harry asked right away.

    Minerva would have answered, but a long, low, horribly melancholy scream gave them
    the answer. Minerva shut up and blinked. "Like that, I suppose," she said, when she
    could swallow again.

    "Oh."

    

    "That sounded like something dying in pain," Regulus said, softly.

    "It sounded like something dying that's never been alive," Harry corrected them,
    because they ought to know that. He cocked his head, wondering if they could
    rely on the Fiendfyre the way they could have on the basilisk fang. Then
    again, the only description he had of a Horcrux dying was the way Neville had
    described the diary bleeding out ink when he stabbed it with the basilisk fang down
    in the Chamber. The diadem wouldn't have had ink, so would they even have known?

    Then Harry rolled his eyes at himself, and concentrated on the sound of birdsong
    above, on the roof of Hogwarts.

    It had diminished. It went silent even as Harry listened. Harry nodded. There was
    no longer a Horcrux in Hogwarts.

    "So now we know," Professor McGonagall said, her voice coming more slowly, "that
    Fiendfyre can destroy them as well as basilisk venom."

    "I wonder if that's the case for all Horcruxes, or only the ones the Dark Lord
    created," said Regulus, and looked sideways in a strange way at Professor McGonagall.
    "What made you try Fiendfyre in the first place?"

    "I read a book about Horcruxes last night," Professor McGonagall said, and then
    clucked her tongue when he stared at her. "Not by name. I know you found all the ones
    in the Black library that talked about them by name already. I only searched for more
    general information on destroying Dark artifacts, and the book talked about them in
    an oblique way, but trust me to recognize a reference to Horcruxes by now."

    "You will show me that book when we return home."

    "Of course. Why wouldn't I?"

    The soft rustling of many legs distracted Harry from the conversation, and he
    turned around to see the ants running towards him, all of them supporting the
    basilisk fang. He nodded and knelt down to retrieve it, being careful to wrap it
    immediately in a piece of thick leather he'd brought along. The ants disappeared back
    into his pockets and bag.

    "Let's go home, then," he said, unable to think of anything else they needed
    here.

    "Are you so sure that you will be returning home?"

    It was Dumbledore's voice. The only comfort for Harry, as he turned around slowly,
    was the certainty that Dumbledore was wandless.

    

    It took Albus far longer than it should have to realize the truth about the boy's
    Dementors.

    He had become curious, long ago, why Dementors reacted to a Patronus with fear
    instead of swarming forwards to try and feed on the collected happy memories. His
    research had resulted in a conviction that it had to do with intensity. Dementors
    were creatures of balance, as odd as that seemed. It was the reason the Ministry
    could interact with them—within limits—and not simply get eaten the second they
    approached. It was the reason the Dementors stayed around Azkaban. They needed a
    certain amount of food, no more. They could tolerate happy memories before they ate
    them, but not of that kind of intensity. And their natural fear-causing effect
    ensured that, most of the time, no one around them had that intense a
    feeling of joy.

    Albus raised his head and turned to stare at the Dementors that had remained
    silent in a circle around him, not shifting.

    If they were immune to Patronuses…

    Then there was a great chance they did not eat souls, either. Their weakness was
    counterbalanced by their strength—in natural Dementors. Without one, they
    could not have the other.

    Albus stood and slowly moved towards the edge of the ring. The hidden cloaked
    faces turned to look at him. Albus waited for the moment when one would move in, at
    least threatening to lower its hood and try to place its mouth over his.

    Nothing happened.

    Albus closed his eyes and shook his head. He had not, for a long time, succumbed
    to the kind of panic that used to overcome him when he thought his plans were not
    going the way he wished them to. Perhaps the last time it had hit him so strongly was
    during his duel with Gellert, when he realized there would be no turning back no
    matter what happened, and the Gellert he had known was gone forever.

    It had happened this time because it had seemed so simple to stop Harry
    Potter, and yet it hadn't happened. The boy had cost him two members of his Order of
    the Phoenix, including his spy on Tom, and now the Boy-Who-Lived and the Invisibility
    Cloak and the Elder Wand and everything else.

    I cannot lose my sense of balance around him again. I must continue to pay
    attention and reason it out, instead of think with my heart.

    Albus opened his eyes and reached into his pocket. He was never without some
    advantages, but this one would have taken too long to use against Black or Minerva in
    the duel. And he had to admit, he didn't carry as many as he should have when he was
    in Hogwarts.

    That will change. Even after he captured and neutralized Potter, Albus
    would never be taken so off-guard by an enemy again.

    The "Dementors" did nothing as Albus poured the potion on the floor. More likely
    than not, they couldn't recognize it as a threat. It smelled strongly of oil, but
    they didn't have normal noses even in their natural form.

    Albus stepped back from the line of liquid the potion had created and waited
    patiently. It took time, luckily, not magic, to ignite. As he watched, he became
    aware of his breath picking up speed.

    If this worked…

    He didn't think the boy and Minerva had left the school yet. He could catch them
    and make them understand what had gone wrong with their plans. Of course he wouldn't
    place that priority above neutralizing them—he was beginning to grasp how much his
    own love of drama and offering his enemies second chances had played into his
    temporary defeat—but he would like them to know.

    The potion ignited.

    The "Dementors" moved back without pause. The boy probably hadn't thought to tell
    them to hold their line against any threat, Albus decided, amused. He hadn't thought
    Albus could manage such a threat.

    The flames towered until they almost reached the ceiling, a solid wall until Albus
    took a step. Then they formed a tunnel, as they would do only for the one who had
    cast the potion on the floor.

    And then not for long. Potions with effects this complicated were notoriously
    unstable and prone to do something undesirable in a short time.

    Albus fixed his gaze ahead, where he could just see the edges of the "Dementors'"
    long robes, and walked through the flames. The Dementors didn't try to surround him
    when he was beyond their ring. They obeyed simple, literal commands. Nothing
    else.

    From there, it was only a matter of remembering hints and clues the three had
    dropped, and then following them, remaining prudently outside the door until they had
    confronted the Horcrux inside the Room of Requirement, and announcing his presence
    only when he had to.

    

    Minerva could feel herself freeze as if ice had coated her insides. Albus might
    not have a wand, but he was dangerous beyond dangerous, and while inside Hogwarts,
    portraits would answer to him.

    And who knows what else?

    Minerva immediately stepped in front of Harry. The lack of fear in his eyes only
    made it more imperative for her to protect Harry against Albus's likely attempt to
    control him. Harry didn't really understand, any more than a cat trying to
    protect her kittens would understand why this particular opponent might be too much
    for her.

    "Albus," she said quietly.

    For a moment, he smiled at her, and that only made the ice surging through her
    hurt more than ever. He shook his head. "I know that you violated your loyalties and
    turned your back on me, Minerva. I'm only surprised that you would try to convince me
    you could come back now."

    "I'm not trying to convince you of that," said Minerva carefully. She had to be
    honest, and at the same time, she had to phrase things so that Albus was more
    interested in tampering with her than in tampering with Harry. "I'm offering to let
    you do—what you will with me if you let Harry and Black go."

    "No, Professor McGonagall."

    "Minerva…."

    She ignored the protests from Harry and Black, keeping her gaze on Albus. There
    was the chance he was more interested in punishing a "traitor" to the Light than
    people he would consider to have always been Dark.

    Albus sighed, the twinkle in his eyes fading until the only light in them was the
    kind shining off his glasses. "I know what you're trying to do, Minerva. And the
    answer is that it can't happen. The only thing that can happen now is a quiet
    surrender, or I'll alert the Ministry and the lot of you will be arrested
    anyway."

    "We can leave before then," said Regulus.

    Minerva only twitched her head a little, silently telling him to shut up. Albus
    could and would close the school against him. She could see that in the steely
    determination in his face. He might wish that things could be different, but
    when it came to reality, he would do what he thought was for the best.

    That was why her sacrifice was the only way she could mend matters. If Albus
    accepted her in lieu of Regulus and Harry, she knew he would let them go. He
    had changed, but not in such a way that he would break his pledged word.

    "There seems to be no way but my way," said Albus. "I am sorry for it. I think Mr.
    Potter will dissolve into magic soon, and I wish I could save his life—what should
    have been his life—for his parents' sake. Mr. Black, I think you will get away with
    no more than a slap on the wrist as long as you remove this curse you have put on
    me."

    "As if I would."

    Minerva's eyes narrowed. "What does the curse do?"

    "It rots him from the inside out, over a period of weeks," said Regulus, exactly
    as if this was a normal curse to cast on someone.

    "Why did you—why would you?" Minerva knew her voice was faint, and that wasn't
    really the impression she wanted to give, not what Albus did so delight in
    pouncing on weakness, but she couldn't understand.

    "To ensure that if something like this happened, he still wouldn't win," Regulus
    said, as if it was obvious.

    Minerva could only lift one trembling hand and touch her hair. "Let Harry go at
    least, Headmaster. If you believe that he'll dissolve in magic soon anyway, then he
    can't trouble you one way or the other. He's only a child."

    "He could easily be my deadliest enemy. And he has cost me too much. You and
    Severus and peace of mind and perhaps the war." Albus sighed. "As I said, I would
    give a great deal for something else to happen, but nothing else can."

    "Y-you're wrong."

    The trembling voice came from behind them. Minerva turned before she could stop
    herself, despite her own internal feeling that it was never the best idea to take
    one's eyes off Albus. Albus himself spun, though, and reached for the wand that
    wasn't there.

    Neville stood shaking in the middle of the corridor, with the other three children
    behind him. Ron and Hermione looked as though someone was tearing them apart down the
    middle. Terry Boot simply looked weary and resigned.

    "If I s-surrender and p-promise that I'll be the Boy-Who-Lived," Neville said, his
    voice lower and steadier now, "then will you let them go?"

    They were all staring at Neville, transfixed. Minerva could envision a time when
    the attention would have made him run away or at least cower, but he didn't move,
    except to flick his eyes back and forth between Albus's face and hers.

    "Ahhh," said Albus, long enough to sound like it was wind coming out of the mouth
    of a cave. "Now, we might have a deal."
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    Chapter Fifty-Three-A Decision to Make

    Harry stayed still, his eyes fixed on Dumbledore as he stood with his hands spread
    and his voice declaiming, and thought. And thought.

    If they could have left with the fang and the Cloak and with the Horcrux
    destroyed, then Harry really wouldn't have thought about Dumbledore again. What did
    it matter to him if the man lived and walked around? And breathed and talked to the
    portraits and the Hogwarts ghosts? He wouldn't be doing it with a Horcrux near him or
    Harry's family Cloak in his possession. And he wouldn't be threatening Professor
    McGonagall or Regulus or Terry or Neville. So he might as well get on with it.

    But now he was here, and he was threatening to take Neville.

    This can't happen, Harry thought, and calmly reached down to move his
    holly wand in a certain spiral pattern.

    He hadn't thought of the pattern before. He knew Professor McGonagall and Regulus
    had been upset when he hurt Snape. And they hadn't talked a whole lot about what had
    happened when he took Snape to Lord Dudders, but it was a kind of not-talking that
    Harry knew. They were doing their best not to think about it, either.

    So he hadn't wanted to kill Dumbledore. They would probably be upset with him.

    On the other hand, he would rather they be upset with him than Neville be
    sacrificed to Dumbledore.

    "We can negotiate, you know," Dumbledore was saying to Neville, his voice heavy
    and bright. "You don't have to do everything you were doing before. Especially since
    it seems obvious now that the training was not working in the first
    place."

    Neville wilted in front of Dumbledore. Harry felt as though his own mouth was full
    of venom he would have to spit like the cobra guarding the Horcrux. "I don't want to
    do this," Neville whispered, his voice barely audible. "I'm only doing it because I
    can't think of another way to save my friends."

    "Neville, you know what I said-"

    Harry was more pleased than he should have been to see the way Neville ignored
    Granger completely, only fisting his hands and acting as if he would walk across the
    distance that separated him from Dumbledore any second. "Just please," he said,
    "don't hurt them."

    "I can promise that I won't, my boy. I'll return the favor of them not hurting me,
    not greatly," Dumbledore said, and glanced at Regulus. "As soon as Mr. Black
    here agrees to remove a certain curse he cast."

    Regulus smiled. Harry could see the way he was tensing to leap, as though he had
    already decided everything was lost and he would make the only commitment he could,
    the only commitment that made sense in this situation. "No," he said pleasantly.

    Dumbledore opened his mouth, but Harry got there first. He reached out and put a
    hand on Regulus's wrist, making Regulus turn his head.

    Harry shook his.

    There was a long moment when Harry dreaded it might not be enough to keep them
    from trying to murder each other. Regulus breathed with his mouth open, his eyes
    locked on Harry's, grim enough that Harry didn't know how to convince him. Then he
    tossed his head a little and looked away.

    "It seems the boy you betrayed your brother's memory for has more sense than you
    do," Dumbledore murmured softly. He was walking towards Neville, holding his eyes as
    much as possible. Neville was drooping and shivering both at once. "He knows it would
    do you no good to attack me. And I'll have you remove the curse later. It doesn't
    have to be right now."

    Professor McGonagall was looking back and forth between him and Neville, Harry
    saw. He didn't know if she was planning on doing something desperate, but he
    didn't wait.

    He again made the spiral motion with his wand. And again. The incantation he was
    thinking of wasn't long, and he had often practiced it to nonverbal perfection. He'd
    had to be ready when the Death Eaters attacked Grimmauld Place, after all.

    He made the swirling motion again, and again, and again, and small specks began to
    pop into being around him. Buzzing specks.

    "Mr. Potter!"

    Dumbledore's voice. Either he had noticed or he intended to call Harry over to
    smirk and gloat. Harry didn't waste time. He had created enough, he thought, and with
    the time it would probably take Dumbledore, he could create more if he needed to. He
    fell back and looked up.

    Dumbledore was indeed looking at him with one hand extended. He had his other hand
    on Neville's shoulder and was ignoring the way Neville hunched in despair.

    "I'll have my wand now, if you please."

    Harry took a step forwards, and then darted to the left. Dumbledore swung to face
    him, but not as if he was surprised, shaking his head. "I thought you might try a
    distraction like this," he said pleasantly. "But it won't work, my boy. I have your
    friend here, and nowhere for you to go."

    The distraction served its purpose. Dumbledore was focused on him, ignoring the
    way both Regulus and Granger had turned and stared in the right direction.

    The wasp swarm crashed into him with the force of a javelin. Furiously buzzing,
    they clung to his face, stung his ears, crawled into his eyes. Dumbledore screamed in
    pain. Neville bolted from under his hand in a panic as the queens Harry had created
    alighted on Dumbledore's arms.

    But none of the queens went after Neville, or anyone else in the corridor. That
    was a nice thing about Transfiguring animals that obeyed only him, Harry thought
    distantly as he watched Dumbledore writhe under the wasps. Less independent thought
    and "reality," but more obedience and making sure that they didn't do what they
    weren't supposed to do.

    Someone grabbed his arm and spun him around. Harry thought it was probably
    Professor McGonagall, and blinked a little when he realized it was Granger.

    "Stop! Make it stop! Please!"

    Granger screamed the words, clutching her ears. Harry wondered for a second
    whether his wasps had attacked someone they weren't supposed to after all and got
    into her ear canals, and then realized it was against the sound of Dumbledore's
    screams.

    Harry carefully modified the wordless incantation in his mind and cast another
    spell that would create a different kind of wasp. He watched as they soared away from
    him and landed on Dumbledore. A sting, and the screams were already quieting.

    "What did you do?" Granger whispered the words, and she flinched when Harry looked
    at her.

    "Made some with stronger venom to their stings. The others were basically normal
    wasps. These will kill him more quickly."

    Granger gaped for a second. Harry could hear people moving behind him, but since
    he knew they were only Regulus and Professor McGonagall—Neville was shivering down
    the corridor, with Weasley's arm around him, and Terry leaned against the wall next
    to them—he didn't see a reason to look away from Granger. She could have her say, if
    she wanted.

    She raised a hand as if she would slap him, or shake him. Harry raised his own
    hand, letting her see the gleaming claws.

    "It's horrid. Horrid." Granger spat the words at him as if that would
    make him agree with her. Behind them, Dumbledore's screams were silent, and he was
    probably dead now. Harry wondered what she had to complain about.

    "But effective."

    Granger stood there, shaking, for a second. Then she turned and flung herself away
    from him. Weasley and Neville were both waiting for her. They wrapped their arms
    around her and began murmuring. Weasley never looked away from Granger's face, but
    Neville's eyes were sober, and he stared at Dumbledore.

    Harry did, too, to make sure he was dead. He was. The swarm of wasps rose and flew
    over to Harry, and Harry told them, "Scout the corridors. Don't sting anyone you see,
    but scare them away, and come back to me if there's someone there."

    They flew off, except for a single queen who remained on his shoulder in case
    someone else attacked. Harry turned back to Regulus and Professor McGonagall.

    Regulus looked him in the eye and shrugged. "My curse was going to kill him
    anyway. It would just have taken longer. I'm a little angry that you didn't leave him
    alive to let it take effect. Wasn't there a way to do that?"

    "Not without him striking at our unprotected backs. I think I see where Snape gets
    it. Got it."

    Regulus's lips twitched a little, and then he looked away. "We should start
    walking. The longer we stay around here, the more chance we have of running into one
    of the other professors. It's too late for the prefects to be patrolling now." He
    began to walk down the corridor.

    Professor McGonagall was white to the lips. "Why did you do that?" she whispered.
    "Or why did you hesitate so long?"

    Harry looked up at her. "I thought you wouldn't like it. But I also couldn't think
    of another way to get out of this. He would keep coming. He wasn't fooled by my
    Dementors not being able to eat souls. He would have taken my Cloak back. He would
    have tried to use Neville against Lord Dudders. Now he can't."

    "So—that was what you thought? It wasn't because you hated him?"

    "I hate Lord Dudders."

    Professor McGonagall seemed to wrestle with that for a minute as they walked back
    towards the door. Terry fell into step behind them, his eyes as big as Amicus's when
    he had seen a bit of food he liked. Weasley and Granger and Neville avoided looking
    at them. Regulus was already ahead, to the point where Harry had to listen for the
    hum of the swarm so it wouldn't turn him back.

    "You—hate—You-Know-Who, so you don't have any hate left over for Dumbledore?"

    Harry nodded to her, grateful she understood. It meant he might not have to
    explain so much of himself in the future. "Yes. It's like that. If someone else did
    something like Lord Dudders did to my parents, then I would hate them, too. But no
    one else has."

    "So you did this because you thought it had to be done. And you held off so long
    because you thought we wouldn't like it."

    "Yes."

    Professor McGonagall appeared to understand, so Harry didn't know why she was
    still chewing her lips, something she did only when she was thinking. Then she shook
    her head, and gave Harry a wan smile, and fell behind to talk with Regulus.

    Harry didn't mind. It had taken her a little while to get over what he had done to
    Snape, and she had probably known Dumbledore longer. So it made sense that she would
    have to think about it.

    Regulus didn't need to think about it. Harry wasn't sure about Terry or Neville.
    Weasley and Granger…

    They were staring at him with huge, blank eyes, and they flinched every time he
    looked towards them. They kept their arms wrapped protectively around Neville.

    Harry had to snort. He honestly didn't care what they did, as long as they didn't
    get in the way and didn't hurt Neville. He hoped Neville would tell him if they
    started to be upsetting about the Horcrux in Neville's forehead or anything else.

    If they got in the way, then they were stupid. They knew what he would do. And now
    they'd seen it.

    He cared about Albus's death only because of the way it would affect us. Or
    what it would make us think of him.

    Minerva drew in a deep, rattling breath as she watched the wasps come back and
    dance around Harry. He listened to them, not as if he was finding words in the sound
    of their wings, but as if it was similar. After a second, he nodded and sent them
    back out to scout down the corridors with a wave of his hand.

    I thought he was more guided by moral principles. I thought he was beginning
    to have some…but instead, he is guided by what we think. By what the people he cares
    for think, and nothing else matters to him.

    Then again, wasn't it the same way when it came to his parents? Harry probably
    wouldn't have been interested in rescuing them if they were strangers who had
    happened to be hurt. Instead, he wanted to save them and bring them back to sanity
    because they had loved him, and he cared for their love. He had had too little in his
    life for that not to be important to him, even if he couldn't remember his first year
    of childhood.

    Minerva sighed and slowly took a staircase that she remembered bounding down in
    cat form. Terry was keeping close to Harry, and Regulus had disappeared entirely
    around the corner in front of them. From behind her, Minerva could hear the ceaseless
    whispering from Hermione and Ron and Neville. Well, mostly Hermione and Ron, she
    judged with a quick glance over her shoulder.

    She looked back at Harry, a gliding shadow.

    I must be more careful than ever. Knowing how he looks on me and Regulus, I
    must be as strong a moral anchor as I can.

    

    "How can he keep walking like nothing happened?"

    "I don't know, Hermione. But I know one thing. I bloody well won't ever trust him
    again. He just murdered him. I thought the whole point of sneaking into the
    school was to avoid Dumbledore."

    "I know! And he killed him like—" A strangled sob. "As if it didn't
    matter. Professor Dumbledore mattered more than that."

    Neville walked with his head bowed and listened to his best friends talk. Now and
    then, he looked at Harry, who still had a single wasp balanced on his shoulder. Some
    of the others circled back to spin around his head, but they never stayed long.
    Neville found himself shamefully glad of that.

    Part of him agreed with Hermione and Ron. It was shocking, what Harry had done.
    And after they'd spent so much time trying to avoid Dumbledore, it made Neville
    shiver a little. Not because he suddenly thought Harry would turn on him. He wasn't
    that stupid. But because he didn't know what was going on behind Harry's
    eyes.

    And part of him was glad, and hiding on the floor of his heart in fear of his
    friends discovering it.

    Dumbledore had always been there, as long as Neville could remember, having
    arguments with his grandmother and agreements with his tutors about the hard way he
    would need to be trained. One of Neville's earliest memories was of Dumbledore
    bending over his cot and talking to some other adult Neville couldn't see about his
    grand responsibility. He had to be ready to rid the world of You-Know-Who. That was
    always out there.

    Neville hadn't minded, so much, the thought of dying under You-Know-Who's wand.
    His parents had done that, and everyone said they were so brave. But he minded, a
    lot, the thought of being responsible for saving the whole world.

    Dumbledore wasn't the only one who'd said he had to do that. Sometimes Neville
    thought everyone believed it. But he had been the one to say Neville had to have the
    training, and then look disappointedly over his glasses when Neville turned out not
    to be good at Potions.

    And Harry didn't care about Neville being the Boy-Who-Lived. He didn't care about
    much, Neville thought, except getting rid of people who got in the way and healing
    his parents. He'd got rid of both Snape and Dumbledore now.

    Even if Neville had to go back to training because his Gran insisted, that was two
    threats gone. He would never have to learn Potions from Snape or hear gently
    disappointed words about his progress again.

    It made his face want to ache with smiling.

    

    They reached Grimmauld Place without further encounters with anyone. Harry sent
    his wasps to patrol the outside of the house anyway. There might be another Death
    Eater attack any second.

    He retreated to the smallest library. Terry came with him, frowning all the way,
    but since he sat down and picked up a book, Harry didn't think he would be a bother.
    Harry closed his eyes and plunged into the stream of song that flowed around him,
    pinpointing the Horcruxes.

    After perhaps an hour, he straightened and stretched. Two were in the house, of
    course: the one Regulus had retrieved and Neville. Harry had tracked one other to
    Diagon Alley, and one to a Muggle village. He planned to go after the one in the
    Muggle village first. It would be less noticeable than showing up in Diagon
    Alley.

    "Harry."

    He started. He'd thought Terry would have left some time since, but instead, Terry
    was leaning forwards across the table. "What?" Harry asked.

    "Did you go into this knowing that you wanted to kill Dumbledore?"

    Harry looked at him with a flicker of interest. That was at least a little
    different than what he'd thought they would ask him. "No. I thought we would get him
    out of the way. Or not run into him at all. But then he was going to hurt
    Neville."

    "Would you—would you have killed him if he was going to hurt me? Or Weasley, or
    Granger?"

    "He wouldn't have. You weren't valuable to him the way Neville was."

    From the way Terry blinked and groaned a little, that wasn't the right answer. But
    Harry wasn't sure what the right one was. Terry chewed his lip for a while before he
    gave it, too. "I mean, were you only upset because it was Neville? Or could
    it have been me, or Weasley, or Granger, or Professor McGonagall, or Black, and you
    still would have been as upset?"

    "Weasley and Granger, no," Harry said, after considering it for a moment. He would
    still have rescued them, because they were important to Neville, but Terry's question
    was about whether he would be as upset. "They're here because of Neville,
    not because they chose to be. But any of the rest of you, yes."

    Terry frowned some more. "I don't know whether I should tell you that I never want
    someone murdered for me or not."

    "You wouldn't have much choice about it."

    "Because you're so much more powerful than I am?"

    "No. Because if someone was threatening you like that, they would be more
    powerful than you were. I can only picture Lord Dudders or one of the Death Eaters
    doing that, personally. No one else seems to care much about stopping me."

    "Only because they don't know what you're doing," Terry muttered, but he sounded
    relieved. "Don't murder someone for me if you can help it, okay? I don't want that on
    my conscience."

    "It wouldn't be on yours. It would be on mine."

    "No, mine, because you don't really have a conscience."

    "You and the others are the closest I come to it," Harry acknowledged. He knew
    what he considered right and wrong, but they didn't always seem to be the things
    other people considered right and wrong, and he honestly wasn't interested in
    spending too much time thinking about it. "Just don't get into situations where Lord
    Dudders and the Death Eaters could capture you, okay? Or where they would go through
    you to get at me."

    Terry shivered. "Don't worry. I'm glad sometimes that I'm not a Gryffindor."

    Harry just nodded and left the room. He would have to see about getting Regulus or
    Professor McGonagall to Apparate him to the Muggle village. And this time, no others
    were coming with them. There was too much chance that an ambush would put one of the
    children in danger.

    

    Terry sighed and leaned back to stare at the ceiling. He was wondering what his
    obligations were here, given the conversation he'd overheard when they came back.

    It reassured him to know that Harry wouldn't just murder other people on a whim.
    And it really hadn't been a whim this time, he had to admit. Harry had finally
    decided that killing Dumbledore was worth the price of having people flinch when they
    looked at him, because he had threatened Neville.

    And stood in the way. If Dumbledore had been another Hogwarts professor
    who had just happened to come upon them outside the Room of Requirement, Terry
    doubted Harry would have done that.

    All right. So Terry understood the rules. They were essentially the same rules he
    had already known, but now they were all set out and stated. All right.

    He wondered if that meant he was obligated to warn Weasley and Granger that their
    dark looks and little whispered hissings about trying to do the "right thing" when it
    came to Harry were idiotic. They would only get themselves trampled on or clawed or
    bound by the Wild if they tried to do something to Harry.

    Or stung.

    Terry finally shrugged and stood up. He would warn them. He wouldn't say anything
    to Harry yet, because he might kill them "just to be sure," and Terry didn't really
    want them dead.

    But after that, he washed his hands of the entire matter. They had all
    been in that corridor. They'd had as much chance as Terry to see exactly what
    happened when Harry Potter got angry.

    If they wanted to challenge him after that, then Terry planned to be nowhere near
    the scene.
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    Chapter Fifty-Four—The Shack

    "That's why I think it would be better if we went by ourselves."

    Minerva had already intended to Apparate Harry to the new Horcrux he sensed as
    soon as he mentioned going by themselves, but she'd held quiet to let him make his
    argument. It hadn't been long, and it was as calm as always. Now she nodded and stood
    up from the sitting chair in the kitchen. "If we go now, we can probably be back
    before dark."

    "And use the basilisk fang on the Horcrux?" Harry followed her to the front of the
    house.

    "Either that or Fiendfyre, if we can find an area that will ensure it won't
    spread. Or enchant one." Minerva could hardly believe the Blacks wouldn't have the
    capability to do that. It was Dark magic that would contain Dark magic, of course,
    which was probably part of the reason Regulus hadn't volunteered the details.

    "Of course."

    Harry seemed silent and thoughtful, so Minerva led the way outside until they
    could get beyond the protections. Then she took a careful scan of the immediate
    environment. She'd learned to do that during the first war, and it was saddening how
    quickly the old habits came back.

    She stiffened. There was the sensation of someone there, someone under a heavy
    Disillusionment Charm and a number of spells meant to deflect attention from the
    user. Minerva had incanted, without thought, a spell that would identify someone with
    a human scent hiding nearby, although it wouldn't let her actually smell them unless
    she was in her feline form.

    "What is it?" Harry spoke into her ear, his voice so soft that his mice probably
    couldn't hear. His words were passionless.

    "Someone under several charms to hide him. But only one person." Would
    You-Know-Who have left a single sentry on the house? Minerva couldn't imagine what
    use it would be. It might tell him who had left, but not where they had gone.

    "Ahh," said Harry, in a strangely satisfied way, and made a sharp motion with one
    hand. Minerva recoiled as that grey cat leaped to his shoulder and stared at her.
    Spellmaker, Harry called her. Minerva had tried to communicate with her once, and had
    received only a strangely disturbing, wooden response. Perhaps not a
    surprise in a cat made from a wand, but still.

    "Why that one?"

    "She can smell him. I assume the charm you used included the smell? And she knows
    how to part wizards from their wands."

    "It includes the smell," said Minerva reluctantly, and cast it again. Spellmaker
    leaned forwards, her whiskers twitching. Then she leaped off Harry's shoulder and
    sprinted into the darkness. Harry followed her, a faint smile on his face.

    I wonder if he enjoys hunting or if it's just the sensation of catching an
    enemy? Or following his cat?

    Spellmaker halted before what looked like an ordinary patch of grass and darkness,
    but it immediately started moving when she meowed. Harry had his wand out in
    instants, casting a Stunning Charm that made a human-shaped figure flare red for a
    second. Then it fell over, rustling.

    Minerva cast the necessary Finite and a few more complicated spells to
    end all the defensive magic their intruder had himself wrapped in. She thought Harry
    probably could have done it as well, but he seemed content to stand still and let her
    manage.

    The spells whispered away to reveal a figure not much taller than Neville, with
    hair so pale that Minerva knew who it was at once.

    "Why would Malfoy come here, do you think? Some attempt to rescue his
    father?" she asked, glancing at Harry.

    Harry was still caught in what seemed like a web of private amusement. "Lord
    Dudders gave him some task after he killed Snape. This was probably it. Either to
    watch me or get revenge on me. And it was clever as far as it went. Regulus told me
    he has Black blood, so he could come this close without alerting the wards." Harry
    snapped his wand up and down, and Malfoy went floating into the air, his head
    dangling. Minerva was the one who cast the cushioning charm under his cheek and kept
    his neck level. Harry nodded at her and marched back to the house. "Let me deposit
    him in the dungeon with the others, and then we can Apparate."

    Minerva shivered a little. "The dungeon with the others" was the sort of phrase
    she had once thought only a Death Eater would utter.

    Then again, I should have stopped expecting "normal" the minute I found out
    what Harry could do.

    

    They had to make several jumps across Britain, pausing and then listening to the
    song of the birds and readjusting their direction. Harry, already braced against the
    weight of Yar on his shoulder, didn't mind it too much, but he knew Professor
    McGonagall was tiring. He touched her arm in reassurance as they appeared near the
    outskirts of a tiny village. "This is the place."

    "I certainly hope so."

    Harry hid a smile, launched Yar into the air with a twitch of his shoulder, and
    moved towards the noise of birdsong. The wrens had flown here, and the goldcrests,
    and other tiny birds, and they filled the air so persistently that Harry couldn't
    make out individual notes.

    The shack was smaller than he had thought it would be, and he hesitated. Would
    Lord Dudders have hidden a Horcrux in a place like this?

    Then he shook his head, and recovered himself. Of course he would have. Otherwise,
    he had to doubt the birds, and he wouldn't do that.

    The door hung inwards, the partial skeleton of some small animal still clinging to
    it. Harry sent his krait in first and then kicked the door, harder than he could have
    without the kangaroo muscles in his leg.

    Nothing came charging out at them. The birds crowded to the edges of the roof and
    began to sing harder than ever, though.

    Harry followed the krait's trail through the dust with his eyes. There were
    decaying remnants of furniture, so far gone that Harry couldn't tell what had been a
    bed and what a chair. There were the remnants of an iron ring in the floor, and Harry
    silently marked it. He might look there for the Horcrux if he didn't find another
    hiding place.

    Cobwebs covered the walls, and Harry sensed the small, pulsing Wild of spiders
    withdrawing from them. There were also some beetles in the corners and here and there
    a place where a snake must have come to grab a meal. No sign of mice or rats, though.
    Harry found that interesting.

    "Harry? Can't you feel that Dark magic?"

    Harry glanced over his shoulder, perplexed, only to find that Professor McGonagall
    was standing behind a veil of sticky black strands that stretched across the entrance
    to the cottage. He squinted and saw how pale her face was. She was probably seeing
    something other than the broken, decaying mess Harry did.

    "I can feel it now," Harry said. And he could. Freeing his senses from the maze of
    the Wild revealed yet another pulsing source of power. It felt like a Horcrux and a
    void both at once, the way the Death Eaters' Dark Marks had. Harry cocked his head.
    Why was this Horcrux so different from the diadem?

    It has an extra trap guarding it. That had to be it. Lord Dudders had
    probably thought the diadem was secure enough in the Room of Requirement, but this
    shack was more out in the open and might have people straying into it.

    "How could you pass through that Dark magic without even noticing it?"

    "It's probably meant to keep humans out, and it considers me an animal. There are
    plenty of other animals here," Harry muttered, absently. He was more interested, at
    the moment, in seeing if he could figure the trap out before he actually had to
    spring it.

    "It might be a good idea to retreat and come back with Regulus. He understands
    more Dark magic than I do."

    Harry didn't bother to reply. He would have let either Professor McGonagall or
    Regulus Apparate him here; he would have ignored either person's advice to
    retreat.

    "Harry? Can't you feel it?"

    "I feel something." And Harry wished she would be quiet and let him get
    on with identifying it. Miraculously, Professor McGonagall did fall silent, but Harry
    could feel the tension radiating from behind him as he crept towards the corner with
    the thickest webs.

    The trap, or feeling of the Horcrux, seemed to be coming from beneath the floor
    after all, but not the board where the large iron ring was fastened. Harry knelt down
    delicately and ignored the temptation to reach out. Instead, he Summoned a large puff
    of dusty web and Transfigured it into a black widow spider, then sent it scuttling
    across the floorboard.

    The spider passed back and forth with no sign of trouble. Harry sat on his heels
    and nodded in response to Professor McGonagall asking, "Did that do anything?"

    "No. He probably wouldn't have wanted to use a spell that would kill large numbers
    of animals, after all. Someone might have got curious." Harry reached out a steady
    hand and cupped it around the air above his spider.

    "Harry!"

    "I'm just feeling the Wild that comes from it," Harry said. The corrupt, greasy
    feel of it was nothing new, but woven through it was the trap. Harry tilted his hand
    back and forth, letting the sensation cascade through him like water in a tube. Back
    and forth, back and forth, and he thought he might be able to separate out the
    Horcrux from the trap if he concentrated long enough.

    Professor McGonagall shuffled further into the shack behind him, but Harry
    honestly didn't pay her much attention. This was the thing he had to do, and he was
    going to concentrate on doing it.

    Then Professor McGonagall parted the strands of the black web that hung in the air
    behind him, and gasped a little as she apparently saw the true interior of the
    house.

    And the trap sprang.

    Harry saw the black, slimy thing uncoiling from beneath the floor, and jumped out
    of the way without even thinking about it. The trap went sailing on towards Professor
    McGonagall, still a blur of black and grey magic and Wild, and Harry shot his hand
    out and squeezed around its Wild as hard as he could.

    He managed to catch some of it, but not the rest. The rest drizzled out as hissing
    dark acid on the floorboards of the shack. Professor McGonagall backed away, staring,
    and blinking hard at the trembling thing in Harry's hand.

    Harry focused on it. It did have boundaries, but they blurred again
    almost the instant that he focused on them. He clasped his hand down and felt the
    sting beginning to creep into his veins. He immediately loosened it and backed away,
    breathing hard.

    He had to crush it with nothing but his Wild, or it would poison him and probably
    kill him.

    Harry leaned in, staring as hard at the shifting thing as he could. His mind
    leaped and bounded among memories. Forcing his own will into the void that lurked in
    Bellatrix's Dark Mark. Unraveling Snape's Mark with the help of Spellmaker.
    Manipulating Bellatrix to call on her deep magic. Finding the other Horcrux.

    He would destroy this Horcrux with Fiendfyre or the basilisk fang. Whatever he
    needed. Whatever mattered. And no trap that was only in the way in the first place
    because of tainted magic was going to stop him.

    The thing coiled tighter and tighter in on itself, like a nautilus shell. Harry
    didn't touch it, because he wasn't stupid. He simply knelt there and stared. The fist
    of his intent pushed and crushed the tainted Wild, into a closer and closer space,
    and—

    It exploded finally, unable to bear any more of the crushing.

    Harry was ready for that, and he leaped on Professor McGonagall and carried her to
    the ground. She went with a grunt, and luckily without trying to Transfigure him into
    something boneless. Harry held her still until the waves of horrid Dark power passed
    over them and died away.

    He sat up, panting a little and with his eyes closed. He was weak enough that he
    had to drag his hands along the floor on knuckles like an ape.

    "How did you know that you could save me from that, Harry?" Professor McGonagall's
    voice was shaky.

    "I didn't know for certain," Harry murmured, telling the truth before he thought
    about it. "But I knew where the trajectory of the released Wild was going to go, and
    I thought it would be a good idea not to be in its path."

    She was silent for a moment, breathing and thinking who knew what thoughts. She
    finally nodded. "Thank you, Harry."

    Harry tilted his head a little as he forced his eyes open. "Welcome."

    The floorboards were quiescent now, and Harry only had to watch as Professor
    McGonagall floated them up and then floated the Horcrux beneath them out. The birds'
    song increased in intensity as it hung in the middle of the room. It was a ring, with
    a large stone on it carved with some sort of symbol.

    "It feels so powerful," Professor McGonagall whispered, staring at the thing.
    "Like it wants to be worn…" And she actually moved it towards her finger, as if she
    was going to put it on.

    "Professor!"

    Harry's shout startled her badly enough that she dropped the ring. She blinked at
    where it lay on the floor for a moment. Then she paled dramatically and moved
    backwards. "What made me almost do that?" she whispered into the straining
    silence.

    "A spell," said Harry, and sent some of his ants to pick the ring up the way they
    had the basilisk fang. At least an ant couldn't be tempted into putting it on. "Or
    perhaps a remnant of the trap I killed. The desire to connect with the kind of Wild
    that could be in that stone would be a simple thing for Lord Dudders to weave around
    the stone itself."

    "I don't feel anything."

    "I don't think most people would who hadn't spent their lives training with it."
    Harry stood up slowly and shambled over to the ring as his ants formed themselves
    into an arrow pointing at the door. "And now, I think, we ought to leave."

    They stumbled out of the shack's door. Harry didn't bother closing it behind them,
    but left it propped half-open. He turned back to found that Professor McGonagall had
    gone stiller than the stone in the ring.

    Lord Dudders stood on the other side of the clearing from them, his robes not
    stirring any more than his eyes.

    Harry was too weak to do much to resist him. But one thing he could do. The birds
    on the shack's roof had gone silent the instant Harry moved the Horcrux out the door.
    He concentrated as hard as he could on what he wanted them to do, and then
    whistled.

    The storm of small birds swept down from the shack's roof and straight towards the
    ants. Lord Dudders didn't have time to react before they curled around the ring and
    carried it off towards the horizon. Harry knew they would share the weight among
    themselves so that no one would get too tired and drop it.

    Harry smiled. "Checkmate."

    Lord Dudders responded with a fist of magic that crushed him as Harry had crushed
    the trap around the Horcrux. Harry dropped back to his knees, but kept his eyes open
    and his head unbowed. Lord Dudders wouldn't kill him, not until he knew for sure
    where Harry's birds had carried his Horcrux.

    And pain was nothing to be afraid of.

    

    Minerva was shivering as she forced herself slowly forwards against the
    overwhelming cold. You-Know-Who wasn't paying attention to her at the moment,
    entirely focused on Harry. But she knew it was up to her to stop him. Harry wasn't
    only caught; he was magically exhausted from his battle with whatever the trap around
    the ring had really been.

    She had to.

    But fear still gripped her and made her want to freeze, with the primitive
    instinct that told prey to hold still, and predators wouldn't be able to see
    them.

    I am not prey, Minerva told herself, and gripped her wand. There were
    Transfigurations she had rarely performed in the last twenty years because they
    weren't appropriate ones to teach children. She still knew how to do them, though,
    the potential resting in her fingers and wand.

    Minerva blew out the fear until her mind was as pure as the inside of a crystal,
    the way that the Transfiguration professors she had studied with insisted it needed
    to be. Then she twitched her wand and launched the spell that she remembered once
    struggling so hard to master.

    The incantation was non-verbal only, and it came welling up from the level of her
    heart and echoed around inside her skull.

    Commuto ossem aquam.

    The spell whistled out of her, an invisible, rippling wave of power—which was
    another advantage in the situation, Minerva thought in the crystalline portion of
    herself—and struck You-Know-Who. It had no effect for a moment, and Minerva
    swallowed. Perhaps the long years she had gone without practicing the spell had
    weakened it.

    Then You-Know-Who screamed and clutched at his hand. Minerva backed a step away in
    sheer reaction to the noise, her stomach bubbling. But then his yew wand fell to the
    ground, and she knew she had succeeded.

    You-Know-Who could not wield his wand if he had no hands to wield it, because his
    fingerbones were literally turning to water and sloshing around inside his skin.

    Minerva didn't hesitate. If she was going to die to protect Harry, she would do
    that gladly. She snatched the yew wand from the ground, because she suspected he
    would have anti-Summoning Charms on it, and began to run around the shack.

    She heard the sound of him coming after her, the sound of him hissing, and
    suspected he was summoning snakes to help.

    Minerva immediately clamped both wands, hers and You-Know-Who's, between her
    teeth, and changed to cat form. Then she leaped to the roof of the shack, and after
    that to the nearest tree. There she clung, eyeing the next tree. It was within
    leaping distance, if barely, but that would be useless if she couldn't make sure of
    where the snakes were coming from.

    There was a writhing nest at the base of the shack's wall, but they started
    slithering towards the tree she clung to as she watched. Minerva turned her back with
    a little flirt of her tail, and sprang towards the distant tree, claws out. She had
    to get as far away as she could with the wand before she circled back to help
    Harry.

    She was soaring through the air when a wandless Stunner hit her.

    Minerva felt her body relax, her head droop; a Stunner was more effective on her
    in feline form because she was smaller. She started to fall, and wondered, as the
    last remnants of consciousness left her, how long it would take her to die from the
    snakes' venom.

    She thought she felt something close around her, and wondered for a second why
    You-Know-Who had summoned constrictors instead before she dropped into the
    darkness.

    

    Harry felt Lord Dudders's magic release him, and he immediately threw his head
    back and screamed as harshly and as hard as he could.

    He felt the air far above him stir. Then Yar began to slant down towards the
    battlefield, and Harry sent her wheeling towards Professor McGonagall to help her in
    any way she could. He trusted his eagle to make her mind up about how to do that.

    Harry turned to face Lord Dudders, and saw him twisting his hands back and forth.
    It seemed he had managed to halt the Transfiguration, but his hands were useless,
    liquefying bags. Harry smiled at him.

    Lord Dudders stared at him with hatred that was oppressive in its own way. Harry
    didn't mind, though. He had a much more patient and poisonous hatred inside him, and
    he had accomplished several things already that Lord Dudders didn't know about.

    Well, now he knew that Harry knew about the Horcruxes. But that didn't really
    matter. The only thing he might do in response was to tighten the guards around the
    last Horcrux in Diagon Alley, or remove it from its custody and keep it with him. And
    if that Horcrux was where Harry thought it was, the first option wouldn't make much
    of a difference, and the second might actually help him.

    "I do not understand it," Lord Dudders hissed.

    Harry only managed to understand him with intense concentration, because that
    really was nearly Parseltongue. "You don't understand what?"

    "How I could have marked one boy, and yet a different one is so much more
    effective in opposing me."

    "I understand. You only look at the surface instead of down deep, and
    that limits you. It's probably why you aren't as good at Transfiguration as I
    am."

    Lord Dudders started to answer, and then abruptly snapped his head to the side and
    cast a wandless Stunner with his eyes alone. Harry didn't look. He had to assume it
    had probably hit Professor McGonagall, but he had also heard the air disturbed by
    wings.

    Then Lord Dudders roared in incredulous anger, and Harry nodded. Yes, Yar had
    caught Professor McGonagall and carried her away. He was sure he had seen her
    blurring into cat form from the corner of his eye. The fact that another wandless
    Stunner didn't try to catch his eagle proved to Harry that Lord Dudders had made an
    immense effort to use that kind of magic through his eyes and didn't want to try
    again.

    Weak, said a part of Harry that didn't often speak. He nodded in
    response. They both were.

    Lord Dudders faced him again. "You are not afraid."

    "I'm afraid of what's proper. But what's the use of fearing you?"

    Harry only meant it as an explanation, not an insult, but Lord Dudders moved a
    lurching step towards him, before he stopped and stared at his arms. Harry laughed
    aloud. So Lord Dudders had only halted the Transfiguration, not reversed it. And his
    hands were growing more and more shapeless the longer he waited.

    The snake-creature lifted its head and stared straight at him. Harry looked back,
    calmly. He wasn't that afraid of his mind being read. Regulus had said it was harder
    than he'd expected, because so much of Harry's mind was folded around his parents and
    was like an animal's.

    "I will destroy you. I will reduce your teacher to charred bones and
    scraps of skin. I will burn the Black house down around your other ally's ears. I
    will crack open your parents' bones and feast on the marrow."

    Harry only inclined his head a little. That meant he would need to move his
    parents as soon as possible, and to hell with the consequences of sneaking into St.
    Mungo's.

    "You are still unafraid."

    "What would be the use?"

    Lord Dudders snarled, and windlessly Apparated out, shaking his hands once as if
    to emphasize that it was only Professor McGonagall's use of Transfiguration that had
    made him leave. Harry didn't care. He'd left, and that was what was important.

    Yar circled back and settled with Professor McGonagall clutched in her talons.
    Harry noticed the talons had cut small bleeding wounds into the professor's back, and
    frowned at his eagle. Yar stared back impassively.

    Harry, moving slowly with his own exhaustion, held his wand out and concentrated.
    He managed to revive Professor McGonagall, who stared at him, dazed.

    "Can you transform back to human and either Apparate us home or send a Patronus to
    Regulus?" Harry asked, with a yawn. "It's been a long afternoon."
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    Chapter Fifty-Five—Opinions on a Disaster

    "I think it was a disaster all around, and you sacrificed far more than we
    gained."

    Harry raised one eyebrow. He was still dealing with magical exhaustion, but if he
    had the strength to lie on a couch as Regulus ranted at him, which Regulus seemed
    convinced was the case, then he had the strength to respond.

    Regulus stopped in his pacing to scowl at Harry. "The Dark Lord knows that we know
    about his Horcruxes. He'll immediately take steps to secure the remaining one."

    "It's already pretty secure," Harry said. "If it's in Gringotts, where I think it
    is, then him taking it out would actually make it less secure. And easier to
    get."

    "You don't know that's true, and you don't know he'll take it out!"

    "He might, because he might panic and think any place that he hides them now isn't
    secure." Harry struggled up a little on the couch and studied Regulus. He already
    felt strength flowing back into his muscles, although he didn't try to get up yet
    because Regulus didn't look as though he would believe that. "But even if he doesn't,
    then he can't add that many more protections. Not without interfering with
    the goblins and drawing attention."

    "What kind of attention does he have, besides ours?"

    "What would happen if the goblins started wondering what he's so desperate to
    protect?"

    Regulus hesitated, then slowly nodded. "You might be right. If he's going
    to do all these things." He sat down on the overstuffed chair across from the couch
    and stared at Harry. "How can you sound as if you understand him so well?"

    "Because that's the way he is."

    Regulus rolled his eyes the way he did when he was dissatisfied with Harry's
    answers, but he already looked more relaxed. "You know that you're going to have to
    spend a day or so resting before you're up to full magical strength?"

    "I know."

    "And in the meantime, I'll get to work enchanting a room where we can use
    Fiendfyre to destroy the locket, and the ring, once your birds bring it back. I think
    it might be surer than the basilisk fang. We don't know how much venom the fang has
    in it." Regulus got up and stood with his back to Harry, waiting. Harry waited, too,
    and finally Regulus said, "You know that we haven't thought of a way to get the
    Horcrux out of Neville yet."

    "Yes, I have."

    "You have?" Regulus whipped back around, his cloak flapping and settling around
    him as if he was a tern banking in for a landing. "What? I mean, Fiendfyre would
    destroy his body as well as the Horcrux, and the fang would still—"

    "Cast the Killing Curse at him."

    Regulus went still, and stared. Then he said, "I thought he was your friend."

    "He is."

    "I thought you would want to preserve his life at any cost."

    "I do."

    Regulus looked as if he was a few centimeters away from lowering his head into his
    hands in despair. Harry watched him, not understanding, and then something like
    understanding came to him and he nodded. "Listen, we've only had one other living
    Horcrux. That was Nagini. Lucius's Killing Curse hit her, and she lived, but the
    Horcrux inside her died. It's Neville's life I want to take care of, not the
    Horcrux's. I think Fiendfyre or the basilisk fang would probably still kill Nagini,
    but the Killing Curse didn't. So that's our best chance to use on Neville."

    Regulus's head had cranked up bit by bit as he listened. Then he said, "I'd
    forgotten we could use her as an experiment. We could use the fang or the Fiendfyre
    on her, and see what happened."

    "No, I need her for something else. Besides, she doesn't have the Horcrux
    protection anymore, so we can't use her as a substitute for Neville. She'd just die
    and not tell us anything about what would happen to Neville."

    "But you're hanging everything on a thread. The thread of Neville's Horcrux
    maybe reacting the same as Nagini's."

    "Yes? And of course I'm going to ask Neville before I cast the Killing Curse at
    him. Or maybe it would be better to have Lord Dudders do it. Malfoy managed to kill
    Nagini's, but she's a snake, and he didn't know she wouldn't die. Lord Dudders has
    the greatest connection to the Horcrux, and it's probably what he wants to do anyway,
    hit Neville with the Killing Curse."

    Regulus stared at him again. "That would require us confronting him in
    battle."

    Harry studied Regulus, looking for another of those clues he had missed. Sometimes
    there were a lot of them. "Right. You—did you think we might be able to get away with
    not doing that?"

    "I had hoped," said Regulus, in a voice as dry as Yar's claws.

    "Of course not. I have to be close to him to make sure he really dies. And to use
    some of the weapons I'm planning on, including the one that I'm going to plant in
    Nagini."

    Regulus gave him a close, careful look. "Do you realize that you're not
    responsible for defeating him? According to everything I've heard since the night his
    parents died, that burden belongs to Neville."

    Harry stared at him. "Why?"

    "Because he survived the Killing Curse."

    Harry shrugged. "And no one knows why, and the only thing that apparently happed
    because of that is him becoming a Horcrux. And then Dumbledore wanting to train and
    sacrifice him. I can defeat Lord Dudders because I know how. And he can't
    stop me because he's spent too much time focusing on Neville and Dumbledore."

    "He's going to focus on you now," Regulus said quietly. "And when he learns that
    Dumbledore is dead…" He shook his head. "I can only assume that they're striving to
    keep that quiet for now, or we would have heard something. It probably depends on who
    found him. One of the professors, is my guess, and they're trying to keep everybody
    from panic."

    "But that's the way things are," Harry said, dismissing the notion that bad things
    might happen immediately because Dumbledore had died. Dumbledore had kept a lot of
    secrets, and that probably included what Harry could do and where they were. Even if
    someone figured it out, they wouldn't be able to attack Grimmauld Place any more
    easily. "That's the way I have to fight."

    "You, and not Neville?"

    "People have expected Neville to do enough. Even I have. I'm going to ask him to
    risk death. I can at least do everything else."

    Regulus kept frowning, but at last he gave a sharp nod and stepped aside so that
    Harry could walk to the door. Harry took careful steps. His legs were shaky under
    him, but he made it without tripping or needing help.

    He paused with his hand on the doorway and nodded at Regulus. "Thank you for
    helping me instead of trying to hold me back."

    He'd meant specifically letting him walk instead of chiding him back to the couch,
    but Regulus looked into his eyes and said, "I'm doing it because I realize that
    nothing can stop you. And I'd rather help you than be mowed down because I'm in the
    way."

    Harry nodded, and left.

    

    "I just—maybe what Dumbledore did was wrong, in some ways, but then he should have
    been tried. Not murdered. And not by being stung to death by wasps.
    It sounded like it was a horrible way to die."

    Neville picked hard at the thread sticking out of the end of the blanket on his
    bed. He wanted to look at Hermione and say she was wrong, tell them about the
    training, but he didn't have the words. It was—he'd always been aware that something
    was wrong with him. Other people wouldn't have broken under that kind of training.
    Harry wouldn't have. He didn't want to make Hermione more certain that
    Dumbledore had been murdered.

    "But who can we tell? Even if we send an owl to the Aurors, they can't get in
    here."

    "I have a plan for that."

    Neville's shoulders tightened, and he found his tongue at last. "Hermione, we
    can't break the wards! You-Know-Who and his Death Eaters would be in here in
    seconds." He stared beseechingly at her, and Hermione gave him a gentle smile and
    patted his hands.

    "I know that, Neville. And I don't want us or Professor McGonagall to get in
    trouble. If they thought we were helping him or staying with him, then we would be.
    What I'm going to do is wait until he tells us that he's going somewhere. Then I'll
    just send an owl to the Aurors telling them that Dumbledore's murderer is going to be
    that place at that time. Simple."

    Ron nodded as if it was, but Neville closed his eyes. He couldn't imagine Harry in
    any kind of prison, any kind of cage. He would pine himself to death like an
    animal closed away from wild places.

    Either that, or he'll break out, and the way he does it will result in a lot
    more dead people.

    Neville was going to draw breath and speak, no matter what it cost him, when he
    heard a scratching at the door. Hermione whirled around with her wand drawn. She
    probably thought it was one of Harry's cats, spying on them, Neville thought, trying
    to control his own breathing.

    But when Ron opened the door, warily, the cat that bolted in was Dapple, the cat
    Harry had made for him. He'd spent most of his time since they got to Grimmauld Place
    wandering around and playing with the other cats. Now he sped towards Neville and
    leaped on his shoulder and leaned against his neck, purring.

    Neville patted Dapple. He was grateful that he was here, but a little confused by
    why he'd come back. Most of his time at Hogwarts, Dapple was as loyal as a dog. He
    seemed to think other people could take care of Neville now that they were at
    Grimmauld Place, though.

    Then Hermione said, "I think you should go and talk to Potter about when he'll be
    going somewhere, Neville."

    Dapple turned around and hissed so hard that little flecks of spittle from his
    teeth touched Hermione's face. She gasped and brushed them off, looking at Neville
    blankly.

    Neville could only shake his head. Dapple had never acted like this before,
    especially not around Hermione, who he seemed to like better than Ron most of the
    time.

    "I don't know if we can trust him, either," said Ron, and for a horrible,
    hurt moment Neville thought Ron was talking about him, until he realized Ron was
    staring at Dapple. "What if he runs and betrays us to Potter? Or if Potter can look
    through his eyes, or listen through his ears?"

    Neville stared back. "Dapple is loyal to me."

    And that was the reason Dapple had come back now, Neville realized then. He had
    sensed, well, something, about the way Ron and Hermione were talking. Or he had felt
    Neville's distress. Either way, he was here now, and Neville didn't intend to let Ron
    and Hermione send him away again.

    He stroked Dapple's back. The rumbling sound that hadn't been a purr dimmed and
    disappeared under his touch, but when Hermione said, "I don't think we can trust
    Potter," and Neville tensed, it started again.

    And it would, Neville realized dismally. It would keep going, and keep going. Not
    because Dapple was loyal to Harry, but because it distressed Neville to listen to two
    of his friends talk about another of his friends this way.

    It would go on—

    Unless Neville put a stop to it.

    A month ago, he would have done that by running out of the room. But everything
    since then, even Dumbledore's death, had somehow been good for him.

    Now, Neville swallowed back his panic and said, "I'm not going to help you betray
    Harry."

    Hermione gave him a kind smile. "I know it must be hard for you to hear bad things
    about him, Neville. He's your friend, even if he doesn't like us much. You don't have
    to tell us when he leaves the house. We can figure that out ourselves."

    "Yeah, it's not like he's quiet about it."

    "But I would still be helping you if I kept quiet about it," said Neville slowly.
    He wondered if the bravery guiding his words now was the bravery the Hat had seen in
    him long ago, and the reason he'd been placed in Gryffindor. Even Gran had been more
    surprised than pleased about that. "I would be part of the reason he got arrested. So
    I can't do that, either."

    "But—people who do wrong things have to be arrested."

    "Like leaving Hogwarts when Dumbledore said I couldn't? And sneaking back in when
    we knew Harry was going to steal something? And not objecting to living in a house
    saturated with Dark magic, with prisoners in the cellars?"

    Hermione's lips were a little parted. Then she said, "But none of us have killed
    anyone."

    "I'm going to have to kill You-Know-Who." Neville touched Dapple's back and felt a
    deeper, different kind of rumble there. "Or that's what they keep telling me."

    "But that's—he's done all sorts of things, Neville! Of course no one but
    a Death Eater could object to you having to kill him!" Hermione glanced at Ron, and
    when she got a firm nod of support, faced Neville again. "But Professor
    Dumbledore—"

    "He wanted me to train with Snape."

    Hermione paused. Neville hadn't told her everything about his training, but she
    did know the way that Snape had sneered at him and belittled him. Neville
    had told her that after Snape went missing and he had to admit the source of his
    relief and constant small smile.

    "He wanted you to train with the best Potions master available though, right?" Ron
    put in. "And you told us once that your Gran thought about the one in Beauxbatons,
    but she didn't approve of her, and the one in Durmstrang is too far away."

    Neville swallowed something that felt mostly like air. Dapple continued to purr
    against his neck. "Yeah, but why should he have been in charge of that? And it didn't
    work. I never learned anything about Potions, nothing that would really
    benefit or protect me." He narrowed his eyes at Hermione. "Unless you're going to
    tell me that I'm just being ungrateful for training that was meant to protect
    me."

    "I would never tell you that!"

    "You're sort of suggesting it, though." Neville turned his head to the side and
    buried his nose in Dapple's fur. "Aren't you? You're telling me that I should
    understand Dumbledore and think killing him was murder, but me killing You-Know-Who
    wouldn't be murder."

    Hermione started to speak, and then fell silent again. Finally, Ron said, "I just
    don't think we can be sure of Potter. He wants to kill You-Know-Who right now, but
    what if he turns against us next?"

    "Why would he?" Some of Dapple's calmness was traveling into Neville. He could
    stand up and turn around. "He's my friend. He has been for years. And the cat he made
    me is still loyal to me," he added, scratching under Dapple's chin. The purr got
    louder.

    "Yeah, but Potter doesn't like me or Hermione, does he? What would you do if he
    asked you to sacrifice one of us for his plans?"

    "He wouldn't."

    "You sound so sure—"

    "I know Harry, and I know you don't," Neville interrupted. This was something to
    stand on that was as firm as the stone floor, at least. "He doesn't care for you in
    the sense that you're his friends. He would probably hurt you if you got in his way.
    But he knows you're my friends. He wouldn't hurt you randomly for the same
    reason he wouldn't hurt Gran."

    Ron and Hermione exchanged uncertain glances again. Neville nodded at them. "You
    weren't thinking of him hurting Gran, were you?"

    "No. We just thought he would want to hurt us because we want to get him
    arrested."

    "Well." Neville turned his head back to pet Dapple again. "Stop wanting to do
    that, and then you don't have to worry about him."

    "Neville!" Hermione sounded a little whiny. "He's your friend, but he did
    something wrong."

    "So did we, according to the Order of the Phoenix."

    That made them finally pause, or at least Ron. Hermione looked as though she was
    about to argue, but Ron whispered something to her, and pulled her out into the
    corridor. Hermione went while looking back at him and still opening her mouth, but
    the door shut between them before she could say anything else.

    Neville breathed in and out shakily and sat down on the bed, moving Dapple from
    his shoulder to his lap. Dapple curled up and patted at Neville's knees with
    interested claws.

    He'd stood up to his friends. He could if he had to. And it hadn't been so bad
    after all.

    

    "I was going to cast it."

    Regulus pushed Harry gently towards the wall, and Harry went, struggling not to
    hop as his muscles tensed. "I know you were," Regulus said. "And Fiendfyre is a spell
    that should be cast by someone stronger. Or can you resist right now? Are you sure
    that you've overcome the magical exhaustion?"

    Harry had thought he had—he wasn't stupid, no matter what Regulus and
    Professor McGonagall believed—but he should have been able to resist the push, and he
    couldn't. In the end, he subsided against the wall. He had only wanted to destroy the
    locket and the ring himself because he had his animals standing by, and he knew they
    would help him if the Horcruxes turned out to have any more traps.

    But as long as he was still in the same room, the one they had strengthened the
    walls and floor of with Dark charms, then he could send his animals to Regulus's aid.
    Professor McGonagall was there, too, standing silently by the door, her wounds almost
    healed from the potions she'd taken. And Terry stood next to her, a faint frown on
    his face as he watched Harry.

    None of the animals were there except the mice and the ants and the krait Harry
    always carried curled up in his pockets. He would have liked Spellmaker, but she
    still grew agitated around magic and tried to interfere to do something with it; he
    wasn't going to bring her into the same room as Regulus and his concentration right
    now.

    Regulus faced the Horcruxes, which lay next to each other on a small patch of
    carpet. If Harry squinted, he could make out the glassy shimmer of a spell around the
    carpet. Rather than trying to create a whole new room that could stand up to the
    Fiendfyre, Regulus had simply added those charms around the whole space and then
    created a smaller one in the middle of it.

    Now, he stood there with his eyes closed, seemingly meditating, in the moments
    before he opened them and stepped forwards.

    Harry stared. Somehow Regulus had transformed, and in a way that had nothing to do
    with Transfiguration. Thinking back, Harry supposed that he had never seen Regulus
    cast a major Dark spell before.

    Regulus turned on one heel. The magic around him snapped and flared, suddenly much
    bigger and easier to sense. If Harry had had to create an animal for him the way he'd
    made Dapple for Neville, it would have been a python, a huge snake capable of flowing
    around him and warding him.

    "Ignis, ignis, ignis in aeternum!"

    The incantation broke out of Regulus like a wave of mice, and the flames caught
    hold of the Horcruxes. Harry saw them rage up the sides of the glassy spell that
    surrounded that portion of the carpet, but Regulus had cast the protective
    enchantments strongly enough. They had to fall back in rippling waves of red and gold
    against the floor, and then turn their attention to the locket and the ring.

    There was a low noise, a buzzing on the edge of Harry's hearing. He stiffened, his
    hand going to the krait in his pocket.

    Regulus fell back one step, but his face wasn't frightened. He looked as though he
    had half-expected this, and even if he wasn't armed with animals the way Harry was,
    he had all the Black family's knowledge.

    He had to be all right. That was what Harry told himself as he leaned forwards on
    his toes to watch.

    Regulus spun out of the way of the lashing black tendril that extended from the
    ring. He said something Harry couldn't hear over the confined roar of the Fiendfyre.
    The similar black tendril coming from the locket recoiled. Regulus threw back his
    head and laughed.

    But that meant he didn't notice the glistening dead silver net that was creeping
    out of the ring, spreading along the floor. Harry shouted. Regulus more than likely
    didn't hear him, as he slowly opened his eyes.

    Harry snapped his hand forwards. The krait went sailing from his fingers and
    landed in the middle of the net.

    Thrashing, snapping, it became a husk of dry skin in less than a minute. But the
    net had stopped spreading towards Regulus, whose face had taken on a mask of
    bone-like calm. He spoke, words Harry couldn't hear, either, and the net suddenly
    shriveled around the husk of the krait.

    Then Regulus pointed his wand at the locket.

    The Fiendfyre closed in before Harry could hear the spell he cast. The air filled
    with wailing, too, the same kind of lonely, disgusting cry Harry had heard when the
    diadem was dying in the Room of Requirement. Professor McGonagall reached out and
    held his hand. Terry looked as if he was going to be sick.

    Regulus walked out of the glassy spell as it began to twist on itself, swallowing
    the Fiendfyre, compressing it into a smaller and smaller area of glowing yellow.
    Regulus sighed and took Harry's other hand for a single hard, wringing second.

    "The locket and ring are over."
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    Chapter Fifty-Six-St. Mungo's

    Harry carefully stretched his hand out to its full length and flexed his claws,
    examining them critically. He nodded, satisfied. He had overcome the magical
    exhaustion that had plagued him after he had confronted Lord Dudders at the
    shack.

    That meant they could move on St. Mungo's now.

    Harry knew there would be traps waiting there. Probably Death Eaters, if Lord
    Dudders had any Marked Healers. And there might be people who would be willing to
    kill to keep him from taking his parents away.

    But Harry would succeed anyway, because he was determined to. Regulus and
    Professor McGonagall had managed to agree on what kind of beds and food would be
    needed for his parents. Weasley and Granger knew nothing about it. Neville and Terry
    would stay out of the way. Lord Dudders had only two Horcruxes left, one of them with
    Harry and able to choose his own fate, the other beyond him as yet.

    It was time.

    Harry flowed to his feet and towards his bedroom door, but stopped long before he
    reached it. There were two people standing outside it. He wondered for a moment what
    Weasley and Granger-it was them; only they would stand there without knocking-thought
    they could contribute to his efforts.

    Or perhaps they intended to stop him.

    That intrigued Harry, because he hadn't thought they were that stupid. He opened
    the door, making sure Cross, who had slept with him last night, was behind him.
    "Yes?"

    Weasley jumped like he hadn't thought Harry would address them, or maybe like he
    hadn't thought Harry would hear them, and gave a sharp glance at Granger. She glared
    sharply back, and stepped forwards to confront Harry.

    It'll be stop me, then. She wouldn't look like this if she meant to offer
    help.

    "I want you to know," Granger said, speaking as if to a child, "that what you did
    to Professor Dumbledore was wrong."

    Harry cocked his head. "What about what he was going to do to me?"

    "He wouldn't have killed you."

    "I think he would have, but say you're right. Professor McGonagall told me that he
    thought I had Lycaon's Syndrome, which means you dissolve into magic at the end. Say
    that he wasn't going to kill me, just lock me away somewhere and go back to using
    Neville as a pawn. Is that good?"

    "Neville isn't a pawn! He's important! He's the Boy-Who-Lived!"

    "And a Horcrux. If you think Dumbledore didn't know that, then you're really more
    stupid than I thought you were, Granger."

    "But Dumbledore would have-Dumbledore would have found some way to get it out of
    him. He wouldn't have used Neville the way you're doing."

    Harry leaned a shoulder on the doorframe, amused enough to let the conversation
    continue for a moment. "He knew he was a Horcrux. Why did he never tell Neville? Why
    not explain the truth and tell him he was going to get it out of him?"

    "He probably worried about who else would overhear." Granger's eyes were narrowed,
    letting him know exactly who she would have been worried about.

    Harry shook his head. "Well, honestly, this conversation has little point.
    Dumbledore is dead, and that means we can't know for sure what he would have done."
    He had the feeling that Regulus would think he was being too generous to Dumbledore
    and they could say what he would have done, but he was bored of thinking
    about it. "Move."

    Weasley put his hand on Granger's shoulder and murmured, "Maybe we should—"

    But Granger was pressing forwards. "The only reason he's dead is because
    you killed him."

    "Yes? Yes, it was me, and not Voldemort." Harry only used the name because he knew
    it would make them flinch, and it did. "What were you expecting me to say? To deny
    it?"

    "You don't have to act like you're proud of it."

    "I'm not." There was dawning disbelief in her eyes, and Harry added, "I would have
    been proud of myself if I'd realized earlier that he was standing in the way and
    there was really no reason to spare his life. But at least I finally realized it and
    did something about it."

    Granger still stood in his way, her hands held out to either side of her and
    clenched into those ridiculous fists. "If you were only sorry for it! If you only
    acted as if you cared about the people Dumbledore left behind!"

    Harry blinked. Other than Aberforth, Dumbledore's brother, who he'd only heard of
    in the context of goat jokes, he had no idea Dumbledore had any family. "What? Are
    you saying he had children? A spouse?"

    "No, I mean us! The people who admired him!"

    Harry rolled his eyes. "You only admired him because you didn't know him very well
    and you have no idea what his plans for Neville really were. I suggest you ask
    Neville whether he thinks Dumbledore would have spared his life when he was
    trying to find some way to get rid of the Horcrux. It ought to be enlightening. Now,
    move." His voice descended to enough of a growl that Cross bounded up
    between his feet and spat at them.

    "I'm not going to let you leave. I'm going to demand that you face justice for
    what you did to Professor Dumbledore."

    Harry moved. One second Granger was spitting what she probably thought were proud
    words at him, and the next second Harry had her pinned to the wall with his claws
    laid across her throat. Granger cried out, a wordless squeak like a mouse, except
    that none of Harry's mice would be so cowardly, and Weasley shouted.

    "You let her go right now!"

    "No," Harry said, his eyes on Granger. She could try to raise her wand, but it was
    pinned under the crook of Harry's elbow, and anyway, she wouldn't be able to speak
    the words of an incantation before he tore out her throat. "Cross."

    There was a spitting noise, a hiss, and a yowl that didn't come from his cat.
    Harry held out his hand, and Cross scampered over to him and gave him Weasley's
    wand.

    "Now," Harry said pleasantly into the ensuing silence, "you're going to listen to
    me."

    Weasley moved towards him, from the sound, but all Harry did was clench his claws
    into Granger's throat. She gurgled, and Weasley stopped. "Don't hurt her."

    "I won't if you listen."

    Weasley backed away. From the corner of his eye, Harry thought he could see his
    hands raised in surrender.

    "I allowed you to come with Neville because he wanted you, and I thought you would
    give him some backbone and support." Harry lowered his voice, making both Weasley and
    Granger strain to hear, although Granger was probably having trouble because of her
    own terror. "I can't be with him all the time, and Regulus doesn't care about him
    that much. Professor McGonagall trained him, and the training from some of the other
    professors was brutal, so I don't blame Neville for not always trusting her.

    "You've been nothing but trouble from the day you arrived here, instead. You
    insist on being included, but you have so little to offer. You keep trying to tell
    Neville that I'm trouble and you have to stop me. I was on the point of telling
    Regulus to exile you beyond the wards again, but then you would probably just go and
    blurt out the secret of the place to anyone who would listen." He tightened his
    claws.

    Granger closed her eyes as blood ran down her throat. Weasley drew breath as if to
    shout, but didn't.

    "Now, this. Listen to me. Dumbledore had stolen an artifact from my
    family. He thought I should have died. He had to know about the Horcrux in Neville,
    but he never bothered to tell him and give him a choice of what to do about it. He
    belongs dead."

    Granger had tears at the corner of her eye. Weasley was shuffling around as if he
    thought he could sneak up on Harry's other side and take him by surprise. Harry
    turned his head and hissed a little, and Weasley's ambitions deflated.

    "Nothing you've done convinces me you're ready to arrest me, or whatever you
    thought you would do. You're not dead now because I don't want to distress Neville.
    He's suffered enough. Whatever friendship he sees in you, he's entitled to keep it if
    he wants."

    "Neville—Neville would be the first one to tell you—" Granger swallowed against
    the pressure of his claws on her throat. Harry was reluctantly impressed. "That he
    doesn't think he's b-better than us in any way."

    "Oh, I know that. But I think he's better."

    "What are you going to do?" Weasley was trying to snarl. It would have been
    adorable if he was a kitten. As it was, it bored Harry.

    "Take you to Regulus and ask you to use a certain spell he told me about." It had
    been in one of the books in the Black library. Harry had looked at them only briefly
    because he had been seeking information about Horcruxes, not mind magic. But Regulus
    had told Harry to entertain himself, or maybe because Harry had told him about
    Obliviating Malfoy.

    He started to edge Granger along the wall towards the stairs, then turned his head
    when he heard no movement. "Coming, Weasley?"

    "You can't—take her all the way to Black like that!"

    "Watch me," Harry told him coolly, and did so.

    

    Harry watched as Regulus sighed wearily and leaned back in the chair. The look on
    his face didn't fool Harry. Someone's conscious body language was always less
    revealing than their unconscious, and Harry could see the smile that tugged at the
    edge of Regulus's lips.

    "Are you ready to listen to me now when I tell you there was no benefit to them
    coming here?"

    "There was benefit to Neville, and that was all I cared about." Harry shrugged.
    "But now there's none to us, you're right. Perform the spell, and that should be what
    needs to be done. It won't diminish their loyalty to Neville or their determination
    to stand by him."

    "And when they try to get you in trouble again?"

    "If you perform the spell correctly, there should be no reason for them to do
    that." Harry leaned back against the wall and looked critically at Regulus. "Or are
    you telling me that you're incapable?"

    Regulus laughed and leaned forwards to ruffle Harry's hair. Harry endured it.
    Sometimes Regulus needed to do stupid things to express himself. "I like the way you
    think." He drew his wand and turned to Weasley, who was standing next to the door,
    and Granger, who Harry still held with his claws across her throat.

    "I don't want to know how the spell is going to diminish us," Weasley said. His
    voice was thick, but he was brave, Harry had to admit. Then again, he had never
    bothered to say they didn't have that particular Gryffindor virtue. He just
    didn't care about it.

    "That's good, because I wasn't planning to tell you anyway," Regulus said, and
    began to trace the intricate patterns with his wand that Harry had read about in the
    book. He didn't speak the incantations aloud, either, probably to keep Weasley or
    Granger from trying some desperate counter. His face was intent, the way it had been
    when he destroyed the locket and the ring.

    Harry watched in silence. The patterns Regulus's wand traced grew thicker and
    brighter with each repetition, until they were clearly manacles made of pale light,
    hovering in the air. Harry knew the spell would end when Regulus waved his wand and
    sent the manacles flying at Weasley and Granger, curling around their skulls and
    chaining the thoughts inside.

    This was a more secure version of a Memory Charm, Regulus had told Harry.
    Obliviate couldn't remove the memories permanently; it could only hide them,
    and the block could be broken, the way it must have happened with Malfoy. But
    Regulus's spell would not only chain the memories of Dumbledore's death and their
    hatred towards Harry inside Weasley's and Granger's minds, it would repair any holes
    in their memories neatly and fill the rips with soothing fog.

    Best of all, they would be unable to comprehend any words that related to
    Dumbledore's death or any of the other forbidden memories. They could read articles
    about it in the Daily Prophet—whenever the professors at Hogwarts stopped
    hiding the story and released the truth, anyway—and absorb nothing. Neville could
    make reference to past events and they would shrug and immediately forget what he'd
    said.

    Harry still thought the best thing would be to warn Neville before he could get
    too upset that he was referencing things they couldn't remember.

    Regulus had said Weasley and Granger would need some time to recover from the
    spell anyway, so he might as well slip off and tell Neville while they were sleeping.
    Harry stood here, motionless, ready to leave the moment it was done.

    "You have no right to do this to us."

    Granger's voice was low and passionate. Harry was moved to respond the way he
    usually wouldn't. "What right did you have to try and get me arrested?"

    "Hush, Harry," said Regulus, and his wand moved.

    The pattern it traced in the air was strange to Harry, all flipping movements that
    turned back on themselves and a weird, jerky stop that seemed to separate one pattern
    and another. Weasley and Granger stared at Regulus as if hypnotized or lost in the
    patterns, their breathing deep. Harry shrugged. He wondered if it had something to do
    with them having more human minds than he did.

    Regulus did finally begin an incantation, but it was a low, whispery chant that
    didn't sound Latin. On and on it went, and Harry began to understand why more people
    didn't bother with this intricate version of the Memory Charm. It would take forever
    to cast—not something you could use in battle or when you'd accidentally let slip a
    secret in front of someone else who could run.

    Finally, Regulus snapped his wand down, and the shimmering patterns became more
    visible. They looked like blue ice filled with mist, and they formed the shapes of
    chains and more manacles than before. Harry nodded approvingly. This looked
    like magic that could keep the secrets firmly within Granger's and Weasley's
    minds.

    He watched as the chains settled around their heads and they shuddered, then
    dropped to the floor. "Thank you, Regulus," he murmured.

    Regulus simply shook his head and put his wand away. His hand was shaking, too,
    Harry noticed, and he reached out to brace himself against the mantel. "Go and talk
    to Neville."

    Harry turned, but he did call softly, and Cross came around the corner with his
    tail in the air. Harry nodded to Regulus. The cat sat down and gazed at Regulus
    calmly. He would be in the way if Regulus tried to fall.

    "You don't have to."

    "I know that."

    Maybe the surprised tone in his voice silenced Regulus; Harry didn't really know.
    He did know he was out of the room a moment later, free, slipping silently along the
    corridors that would take him to Neville's room.

    

    Neville listened to what Harry was saying, and what he wasn't, his eyes on Dapple,
    curled in his lap. He stroked him now and then when Harry paused. But Harry didn't
    pause all that often. He laid it all out, what Ron and Hermione would have done, the
    way he had held Hermione against the wall with his claws across his throat, what
    Black had done to them.

    Then he paused. And he said, "You don't seem surprised."

    "I—they made it clear that they didn't trust you and thought you should be
    arrested for Dumbledore's death."

    "I see. And you made no attempt to dissuade them?"

    "I stood up against them. That was what I thought I couldn't do." Neville touched
    Dapple's back. "He came back and helped me do it."

    Harry was silent. Neville looked him in the eye. At the moment, Harry sat
    motionless, and Neville thought he might consider it a betrayal that Neville hadn't
    come and told him about Ron and Hermione's plans right away.

    But he wasn't scared that Harry would hurt him, any more than he had hurt,
    really hurt, Ron and Hermione. He trusted Harry too much for that.

    "Then you did what you had to do," Harry said, and gave him a faint smile. "If I
    was as close to friends as you are to them, I don't know if I could have done
    it."

    Neville shrugged a little, awkward, feeling his cheeks color. They were in his
    bedroom, Neville and Dapple on the bed and Harry in the chair, but honestly, Neville
    felt as embarrassed as if they were talking in from of Black and Professor
    McGonagall. "But you're not like that. I know that. You're my friend, but not—not in
    the same way Ron and Hermione are. That's just the way it is."

    He hadn't ever imagined being able to say something like this to someone, but
    Harry only nodded. They understood each other, Neville thought, for all the chasms
    that lay in between them.

    "Where are you going?" he added as Harry stood up. He wasn't sure what made him
    ask, except that Harry wasn't moving as if he intended to simply walk down the
    corridor and back to the library.

    "To St. Mungo's to fetch my parents out. I should have done it before, but I
    thought—well, I thought Lord Dudders would concentrate on me and leave them alone,
    and I wanted to concentrate on making him mortal first. But now that he knows I know
    about his Horcruxes, there's no point in hesitating."

    "Should you do that when you were suffering from magical exhaustion
    yesterday?"

    "It's been more than twenty-four hours." Harry's eyes glinted as he turned to look
    at Neville. Neville didn't think he'd made any alterations to them, but they shone
    like an animal's in the darkness anyway. "That's long enough."

    "Let—let me go with you."

    Harry reached across enough distance to touch his shoulder. Dapple, left on the
    bed when Neville stood up, watched them alertly as if to make sure that Harry
    wouldn't scratch him. "I'm sorry, Neville, but you're not a good enough fighter if we
    do run into trouble."

    "Who's going with you, then? Professor McGonagall is still tired, you said that
    Black performed that spell on Ron and Hermione and he won't be recovered enough for a
    while—"

    "Yar is going with me. And someone special." Harry smiled.

    "Harry."

    "Not right now, Neville," Harry said, and slipped down the corridor in that
    way he had. Neville chased him, but wasn't surprised when he came out at the
    top of the stairs and found Harry gone. He could practically blend with the shadows.
    Of course, since this was also the Black house, he could have found a secret passage
    and gone through it.

    Neville stood there, hesitating. He could tell people about it, but Black and
    Professor McGonagall were both exhausted and that would only worry them more without
    making them able to do anything. Ron and Hermione would be no help even if they were
    awake.

    Of course! Terry.

    Neville turned and ran for Terry's bedroom, knocking furiously on the door. Only
    after almost a minute did it occur to him that no one could have slept through the
    noise he was making. He stepped back, took a deep breath, and did an Unlocking
    Charm.

    One peek in confirmed what he'd suspected.

    Terry was gone.

    

    Terry muttered under his breath at himself as he followed Harry out of the house.
    "This is stupid. You know he won't let you come. And he'll see you. And you
    can't keep up with him on a broom." At least Harry was taking a broom. Terry actually
    wasn't sure he knew how to Apparate. It made one thing easier.

    But only one thing.

    Terry stepped out of the house and looked around. No, there was no one else here.
    Of course, everyone else was either resting or too sensible.

    He stepped around the corner and stopped. Harry had his hand on a broom and was
    casually leaning against it. On the ground at his feet was Terry's broom, which Black
    had let him keep in a shed behind the house.

    Terry could feel himself flushing the dull red that his cousins had always told
    him was his most unattractive color. He cleared his throat. "You knew what I was
    going to do?"

    "Yes, and I considered making you stay behind, for the same reason I told Neville.
    You've had some training, but not in a real battle, and I don't want to be
    responsible for you dying if Lord Dudders is waiting for us."

    Terry said nothing. He didn't know what decision Harry had come to, but it
    actually sounded hopeful for him, based on the way Harry had worded it.

    Harry considered him for a moment, then nodded hard and practically threw his
    broom at him. Terry caught it and slung a leg over it.

    "Why are you letting me come?"

    "Because if I die, I don't want Regulus and Professor McGonagall to wonder what
    happened to me." Harry tossed something else to him. Terry caught it gingerly. It was
    a wrapped package, and when he opened it, there was a small mirror inside.

    "What…"

    "The Blacks used to use these mirrors to talk to each other, when there were more
    of them," Harry explained. "Regulus thought about taking them along to Hogwarts, but
    he knew I wanted to get you and the others out of the way, so he decided there was no
    reason for us to communicate with them. This time, I'm going to have one, and you're
    going to have one. If I die, then you can tell the others exactly what it was."

    Terry winced a little. "That's…"

    "The way I am."

    Terry nodded. Really, he knew that, and he had accepted all the risks of that
    coldness when he'd chosen to follow Harry to Grimmauld Place. He wrapped the cloth
    more firmly around the mirror and put it in his pocket. "Are we going to leave?"

    "Now." Harry climbed aboard his own broom and rose into the air like a falling
    leaf in reverse. Only because he went slowly on purpose could Terry follow.

    But that sums up the whole damn mission, really.
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    Chapter Fifty-Seven—Dark Destiny

    Harry and Terry had landed a good deal outside the St. Mungo's entrance. Harry
    stood still now, his eyes closed, senses reaching out.

    Yar circled on wide wings above him. Mice and ants marched in long columns through
    small pipes and tiny holes and other places in hospital where they wouldn't be
    noticed. Harry could put his hand down and feel the small shape of the special
    creature he'd Transfigured from a hemlock leaf waiting in his pocket. It was as quiet
    and still as part of the cloth pocket itself.

    For right now, he could sense no Death Eaters.

    He opened his eyes and turned his head to Terry. "Let's go."

    He'd brought his Invisibility Cloak with him, and Terry was good enough at the
    Disillusionment Charm to keep any eyes from following them as they slipped down
    Diagon Alley. Their brooms had been left behind, hidden under another Disillusionment
    Charm and a spell Terry knew that would convince most people they had business
    elsewhere. Terry had sounded a little upset at the thought of them coming back and
    possibly finding the brooms gone.

    Harry had shaken his head in silence. "If we can't come back for them before lots
    of people start walking around in the morning, we're probably dead anyway."

    "What a comfort," Terry had muttered, but he'd been silent since then. When they
    got to the actual entrance, Harry turned around and found him clutching the mirror in
    his pocket, eyeing the hospital façade doubtfully before he looked back at Harry.

    "Are you sure that you can't let me come with you?"

    "Terry, be honest. Can you handle yourself in the kind of battle this is going to
    be? Can you kill without mercy? Without hesitation?"

    Terry's eyes narrowed. His wand flickered for a moment, but he wasn't casting a
    spell. "Did…that's the way you think it'll play out?"

    "There will at least be Death Eaters here," Harry said calmly. "Probably Lord
    Dudders himself. Yes, I think I'll need to kill, and the way I do it will be quick
    and lethal. I'm not going to hesitate if I need to save my life, or my parents'
    lives, or any of my animals'."

    Terry sighed hard enough to rock a bat in flight, and then nodded. "You're right.
    I can't do that. I'll stay out here and report on events the way you want me to." He
    hesitated, squinting through the darkness between them, at what Harry knew was only a
    dim starry shape under the Invisibility Cloak, and added, "You be as safe as you
    can."

    "Careful always. Maybe not safe."

    All Harry got was a resigned nod, and then Terry settled back against the wall of
    the alley. Harry turned and flowed towards the entrance.

    The spell that concealed it and registered visitors was actually ridiculously easy
    to break. Harry did so, knowing it would set up an alarm near the main stairs first,
    and as mediwitches and mediwizards rushed over with their eyes wide and shouts
    starting, Harry slipped past them and up the side stairs.

    His parents waited above, like a heartbeat.

    

    Terry waited until a hundred heartbeats had gone by. That was Harry's request, and
    if Terry couldn't do anything else to actually help in this battle, he would do what
    Harry had asked of him.

    Can you kill without mercy? Without hesitation?

    Terry sighed and fingered his wand as he pulled the mirror out of his pocket and
    unwrapped it. No, he couldn't. And that wasn't usually a problem, but now, it was. At
    least he and Harry had been honest with each other.

    He framed the mirror with his hands and concentrated on Harry as hard as he could.
    For a minute, he thought nothing would happen. The surface of the glass was dark grey
    and swirling with silver clouds, but the clouds didn't part to reveal Harry's face
    the way he said they should. Terry frowned and tapped the surface of the glass.

    A second later, Harry's face was there after all. He blinked at Terry and flexed
    his hand. "You're connected?"

    "Yes."

    "And you're going to just watch what happens, no matter what
    happens, and take the report back to Professor McGonagall and Regulus if I die or get
    captured?"

    Terry's hands clenched around the edge of the mirror. He wished there was
    something he could say. But there were no words for the look in Harry's eyes, or the
    easy, devouring jog he moved at, or the snake curled around his throat and the mice
    running in front of him.

    "Yes."

    Harry gave him a smile. Terry shook his head a little as he watched Harry come up
    against a protective spell and dissipate it with a flick of his wand. He was doing it
    with pure Wild, as far as Terry understood it, not really a spell. The witches and
    wizards in St. Mungo's would still know that the spell had been broken, but the
    impression would be dim and fuzzy, and they wouldn't be able to locate Harry from it.
    They would run around, looking in different places at all the different kinds of
    protective spells.

    If Harry was right.

    The mirror showed Harry coming to the top of a staircase and turning left with no
    hesitation. Rushing stone walls blurred by, and then he was in front of a door set
    almost flush with the wall. Terry winced as he heard some moans, tortured by
    distance. He supposed those were other patients in the Janus Thickey ward, caught in
    nightmares or whatever insanity had brought them there.

    Harry opened the door.

    Terry leaned forwards. Harry had thought You-Know-Who would send Death Eaters to
    capture him when he tried to leave with his parents, but Terry was betting on there
    being someone in the room already.

    There was no one, other than James and Lily Potter. Harry stepped up to them and
    took something else out of his pocket. It was a small black book, but when he opened
    it, there was a hollow space inside, filled with small sheaves of paper that didn't
    resemble pages. Harry began to read them, whispering. Terry tried to listen, but the
    language didn't sound like Latin or English.

    Another Black artifact. Harry had told him what was going to happen, but
    Terry didn't know if he believed it. He knew why Harry was reluctant to use wand
    magic if he didn't have to, though. It was possible that alarm spells would pick up
    on that in this ward, no matter what kind of magic it was.

    A soft blue-white glow flooded out of the book and around James and Lily Potter.
    It held them in outlines, growing brighter and brighter until they looked more like
    silhouettes to Terry, and he was squinting to keep seeing them. Then Harry snapped
    the book shut and clapped his hands.

    The glows gave a single flash, and then they were no longer leaping flames, but
    crystal cocoons. Harry moved the book back and forth, and thin, shimmering lines of
    light extended from the book to the cocoons. When Harry turned and trotted towards
    the door, snake moving lazily around his neck, the cocoons followed him.

    Terry sighed and leaned back against the alley wall. Now he just had to wait for
    Harry and the Potters to get back here, and he was fairly sure Harry could avoid the
    Healers thanks to his mice and ants scouting for him and the Invisibility Cloak he
    still wore half-draped around him.

    He was still surprised, though, that You-Know-Who hadn't sent a Death Eater to
    stand in the room.

    Then he felt a sharp, cold sting to the back of his neck, and as he slumped and
    dropped the mirror to break into glittering shards on the ground, he heard laughter
    in his ear.

    Maybe he didn't need to.

    

    Harry paused when he felt the Wild shift inside the mirror Regulus had given him.
    Regulus had said they relied on charms that the Black ancestors had placed into them,
    and the charms had nothing to do with the Wild.

    All Harry knew was that he felt a warmth in the mirror's frame that
    wasn't there when it simply lay on the shelf or in the cloth. Terry had been holding
    it, watching him as he went into hospital.

    Now he wasn't holding it.

    Harry went to a window, and waited for a moment until he saw the shadow of wings
    in the distance. Then he signaled to Yar, and she swept towards the alley where Terry
    had been standing to see what was happening. Harry made his way along the corridors,
    changing direction whenever the ants and mice came scurrying back to him with a
    warning.

    In the meantime, he took the white scorpion, his special creation, out of his
    pocket and placed it gently in his curled fist.

    He came out of the front entrance of St. Mungo's with his parents floating behind
    him. He turned towards the alley. He thought it might be one of the Death Eaters, but
    that was unlikely.

    And he was right. Lord Dudders stood holding Terry slumped under one arm, his red
    eyes aimed straight at Harry. What must be a borrowed wand was resting against the
    back of Terry's neck. His tongue curled out and lapped slowly at the air like the
    tongue of the snake around Harry's neck. That snake, unfortunately, was an adder and
    not venomous enough.

    If Lord Dudders was even vulnerable to snake poison. He might not be.

    "You will give me your parents for your friend," Lord Dudders said.

    Harry remained still and said nothing. His senses were on high alert, extending
    out. Further out. And further. He could hear heartbeats if he listened hard enough.
    Since there was no other sound in the alley at the moment, he could hear Lord
    Dudders's.

    "Have you listened to a word I said, Potter? You will trade me your
    parents for your friend. Or he dies."

    Harry had even subtler chances than that to pick something up. For example, if he
    concentrated hard enough, he could sense the Wild in an ordinary magical being who
    was doing nothing but waiting to move into action. It was easiest with his animals,
    made of almost pure Wild, but he could do it with other wizards, too.

    "Then you will all die," snarled Lord Dudders, and lifted his wand from
    the back of Terry's neck.

    Harry threw the scorpion at him.

    Lord Dudders snapped his wand over and cast a fire spell. His aim might even have
    been true, if Yar hadn't dived from above at that moment and locked her talons on his
    arm, slashing it and shaking it to the side.

    The spell missed, and the scorpion flew the rest of the way and curled its tail to
    sting into Lord Dudders's boots. Lord Dudders roared wordlessly and twisted his arm,
    smashing Yar into the alley wall. Harry heard one of her wings break. Then he raised
    a foot and crushed the scorpion with a stomp.

    In the meantime, Harry had crossed the distance between them with great bounds.
    The crystal cocoons swayed behind him, bound to the book he carried in his pocket,
    but didn't come close enough to impede him in battle.

    As Lord Dudders looked up, Harry broke his right kneecap with a swift kick, and
    then reached out and scooped up Yar and tucked him close to her. He could do nothing
    for the scorpion.

    And he could do nothing for Terry. His senses had told him the truth. Terry had no
    heartbeat. He had no sense of the Wild.

    Lord Dudders was close to him for a moment, a repaired hand lashing out and
    closing around his arm. Harry raked with his one free hand, the claws on his
    fingertips glittering in the dim light of the moon. Lord Dudders hissed but didn't
    let go of him.

    Harry looked up into his face. Or what used to be his face. If this was what
    Horcruxes had made of him, Harry wondered why he would ever want to use one.

    "You are still not afraid."

    Harry saw no use in responding to that. He wished he had brought someone with him
    who could Apparate.

    "Have you moved your Horcrux from the bank yet?"

    The hand around his arm faltered the slightest bit. Harry lowered his head and hit
    Lord Dudders in the chin with the top of his skull.

    There was a screech that had nothing human about it, and which Harry wouldn't
    dignify by calling animal, either. Lord Dudders had bitten his tongue, from the way
    he staggered back. Small trails of blood ran down his chin.

    Harry ignored the distant flare of pain and raised his hand again. This time, he
    angled his claws carefully. He had only a moment, but that was longer than he had had
    when he was trying to break free of Lord Dudders's hold before.

    He couldn't kill him, not while there were still Horcruxes in existence. But he
    could maim. And some maimings were more useful than others.

    Lord Dudders looked up, and Harry cut his mouth open from cheek to cheek. His
    claws stabbed into Lord Dudders's tongue and tore it out.

    The screech that followed this time was marked by the gurgling of
    blood.

    Harry wrapped Yar tight in his arm and reached for Terry's body. Lord Dudders
    snarled something inhuman and waved his borrowed wand, and chains shot out of it,
    aiming straight for Harry. Harry ducked and rolled back, and watched as a shield
    sprang into being, walling him off from Terry's corpse.

    I'm sorry, Terry. He could do nothing more for Terry than he could for
    his scorpion.

    At least Lord Dudders was slowing as he staggered upright—and he wasn't upright
    all the way. Harry nodded. The scorpion had managed to sting him through his boots
    after all. That meant the venom was pouring up slowly through his body, dissolving
    bone and muscle as it went.

    It wouldn't kill him any more than the removal of his tongue would. But it would
    slow him.

    The shield showed no sign of falling. Harry backed away until he was near the
    crystal cocoons of his parents again, and watched Lord Dudders with unblinking eyes.
    A great deal depended on whether Lord Dudders would attack again or retreat the way
    he had when Professor McGonagall liquefied his hands.

    The monster, the man, whatever he could call himself—but not an animal—was staring
    at him. Harry stared back. There was blood, shocking on the pale skin, running from
    his mouth and the ruin of his tongue. Harry looked at him, and said nothing.

    He did try to say something, but with no tongue, there was no making out
    what it was. And Harry saw no reason to try. He fell back another step. He had to
    reach the brooms and get his parents and Yar out of here.

    In the end, Lord Dudders Apparated away. He took Terry's body with him.

    For a moment, Harry stood there with his head bowed. Then he turned and Summoned
    the brooms that had brought them here.

    The cocoons his parents were in followed him without slowing down. Nothing could
    harm them while they were wrapped in those shields, unless something damaged the
    Black artifact itself.

    Harry flew in silence. His parents were with him. He would find some way to remove
    the curse that Lord Dudders had put on them to prevent them from being healed, and he
    would indeed Transfigure their brains the way he had been dreaming.

    But he couldn't help remembering Terry.

    

    Minerva laid the book she had been reading down and closed her eyes. The book was
    about wish magic, that powerful, always unconscious kind of force that made
    miraculous things happen when the person holding it wished hard enough.

    No wish would bring Terry Boot back to life.

    Her stomach swam with sickness and the remnants of the bloody magical exhaustion
    that had kept her from going along, or Harry from asking her. Minerva rubbed her
    belly with one hand and wondered, for a moment, what Harry was feeling, whether she
    should go and ask him. His face had been blank when he had entered the house with
    James and Lily and settled them in beds above.

    But that very blankness had forbidden her from asking. Well, that and fear of what
    he might say when she asked.

    The door of the library opened. Minerva looked up, then started to her feet when
    she saw it was Harry. He leaned on the door as if he was wounded. She started towards
    him.

    He raised his head, and Minerva halted, dead still. The rage in his eyes was as
    heavy and cold and present as fog. It crept around her, and she found herself numbed
    by it. She swallowed, wondering if he had come to ask her a question, wondering if
    she would be able to make her tongue move to answer it.

    "I know we have to destroy the Horcruxes," Harry said in a distant voice, as if he
    was teaching his own class and reciting facts to them. The rage continued to spread
    and gloom and dampen everything. "After that, he'll be mortal and he can die. And I
    have plans to bring down some more of the Death Eaters."

    He looked at her. "But I want him to suffer. I wanted him to die quickly, but now
    I think he should suffer. Do you think he should? Can we risk it?"

    Minerva sighed and touched her forehead with the heel of her hand. Talk about
    questions I am unprepared to answer.

    But it became easier if she thought about things the way Terry Boot would have.
    She lifted her head. "Do you think Terry would want you to expose yourself to the
    risk that this is going to be? Would he want to be avenged if it means that you'll
    die along the way? And never achieve anything you fought for?"

    Harry prowled slowly around the library. Minerva could almost see the shadow of a
    tufted tail twitching behind him. Not that she thought Harry had altered himself to
    add a tail that he would have no use for, but it was interesting that he
    resembled a stalking great cat so clearly.

    "I think I know why Lord Dudders didn't have Death Eaters standing ready in the
    room or with him in the alley."

    Minerva blinked at the sudden change of topic, then reminded herself Harry was
    grieving. He was entitled to talk about whatever he wanted. "All right. Why?"

    "I've either killed them or captured them so far. He didn't see a reason to give
    up more followers." Harry turned his head, and the firelight caught, gleaming, on his
    eyes. "He's going to fight me himself when the moment comes."

    "All right," Minerva repeated, slowly. "What does that do to your plans? Or to
    what I said about what Terry would think?"

    Harry's eyes closed in a slow blink. Minerva's chest clenched. She decided that
    was probably as much grief as Harry would ever show her.

    "I can kill him with less risk because he won't have the Death Eaters around him.
    After I destroy the other Horcruxes and make him mortal." Harry began to
    prowl again. "I was thinking that I might have another plan to take him down, but it
    has to be me. I want to watch the light fade from his eyes the way I didn't get to
    see it from Terry's."

    Minerva knew no words for this. She stood still, and watched Harry stalk in two
    more circles before he spoke again.

    "I don't want to take a long time. You're right. That would be a risk. Terry would
    think poorly of me for it. He thought I should concentrate on more things than just
    my parents. I won't get a chance to do that if I die fighting Lord Dudders."

    Minerva breathed out slowly. Thank you, Terry, or his memory of your words.
    He's not going to fall into this madness where only revenge matters to him.

    "I can make it quick. I'll do that." Harry paused, looking into the fire. Minerva
    waited again, although she had no idea what she was waiting for this time.

    Harry finally turned to face her. Minerva couldn't speak. His eyes were wilder
    than the Forbidden Forest. Light shone from deep inside them, flaring and shifting, a
    blazing, glazed green so intense that Minerva lost the sensations of her own being in
    watching him.

    "But in the moment when I kill him," Harry said softly, "I am going to fill that
    moment with pain."

    He stalked to the door and laid his hand on the latch. "I need to talk to Neville.
    Do you want to come with me?"

    Minerva licked her lips. It was an unusual offer, with Harry so often convinced
    that he knew what was best. "What are you going to do?"

    "Talk to him about dying from the Killing Curse to remove the Horcrux inside
    him."

    Minerva narrowed her eyes so that tears wouldn't spill, and nodded.

    Harry kept his back to her all the way down the corridor. It didn't matter. She
    remembered too well what his eyes looked like to need to see them.
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    Chapter Fifty-Eight-Glimpses

    Draco opened his eyes and blinked frantically. He had the impression that he'd
    been asleep for a long time, and his thoughts were scrambling and confused. What
    would the Dark Lord say, if he'd missed the chance to rescue his father?

    Then he realized he was looking at a dark wall, and there were chains around his
    ankles and hands that clanked when he moved. And he didn't have his wand.

    That should have been your first thought, said a shuddering voice in the
    back of his head. Draco was forced to ignore it as he whirled around on his knees. He
    shuddered even more when he saw the cellar wall behind him, creeping with
    moisture.

    "You're younger than the others."

    That voice spoke mostly in his nightmares. Draco forced himself to turn around and
    face the object of them. Potter pushed himself away from the wall and stalked towards
    him. His eyes shone, vivid and unnaturally wild, in the darkness. Draco brought a
    hand up as far as he could before the chains snapped him short to shield his head,
    even knowing it wouldn't do much good.

    "I should probably just kill you," Potter said, his voice soft and flat and more
    terrifying than anything Draco had ever heard. "You'll end up being more of a burden,
    and not adding enough to my study of the Dark Mark to make it worth keeping you
    around."

    Draco knew he was shivering so hard that it made his chains clang, but he couldn't
    seem to make himself stop. He braced himself. "Kill me, then. If you're going to do
    it. Don't stand here and make threats about it."

    "You're willing to die when you might have a chance of rescuing your father?"

    Draco shivered harder. "What do you mean? You're not just going to let him
    go."

    Potters slid abruptly to one knee, staring at him. The liquid grace of that
    movement scared the shit out of Draco. He wouldn't have been surprised to see the
    Dark Lord move like that, or Professor Snape, or another trained warrior among the
    Death Eaters. Someone this young...

    He had no business moving like that.

    "No, I'm not. I'm going to make a bargain with you. I'll release you, and release
    your father in two days, if you do exactly as I tell you. If you deviate
    from my instructions in any way, then I'll still let you go, but I'll kill your
    father. And you'll know that you're responsible for letting him die."

    Draco made himself stop shivering, but only with a supreme effort of will, the
    sort he'd never had to exert before. "How can you seem so much more dangerous than
    the Dark Lord?" He whispered the words without any thought of having them heard or
    answered.

    But Potter did both, his hands stirring up the dust on the floor of the cellar.
    "Because I care about results. He cares about flouncing around in his dark robes and
    terrifying people."

    Draco thought about the Dark Lord looking into his mind and seeing those words
    with Legilimency, and he turned his head and vomited on the floor.

    Potter Vanished the mess and stood looking at him with motionless eyes. Draco
    finally snapped, "What do you want, damn it?"

    "I want to know if you'll take a message to Lord Dudders and repeat it
    word-for-word, exactly as I give it to you."

    "If he knows that you call him that and he reads the memory from my mind, then he
    might kill me anyway."

    "The bargain is for your freedom and your father's freedom, not for your survival.
    If you're stupid enough to keep being a Death Eater after this, there's nothing
    anyone can do for you."

    Draco closed his eyes. It was all true, and it made him sick and bitter, worse
    than the remaining taste of the vomit in the back of his throat. He never should have
    made an enemy of Harry Potter. That was all he could think of.

    "What's the message?"

    Potter leaned closer. Draco could hear and smell that much, although at the moment
    he refused to open his eyes to look at anything else.

    "Tell him that I'm coming for him. He killed one of mine. He will suffer. It
    doesn't matter how long it takes. What matters is the amount of pain. I'll pack it
    all into one second if I have to. But he will suffer, and suffer, and die."

    The word seemed to lift and then fall away into silence. Draco realized he was
    shivering so hard that his chains were clanking again. He forced his eyes open.

    Potter crouched in front of him, eyes malevolent and wild. He cocked his head and
    lifted his eyebrows at Draco, as though asking silently what reaction Draco would
    have to the message.

    Draco licked his lips and managed, "That's it?"

    "The whole thing," Potter confirmed, and then reached out with his wand. Some
    spell Draco either didn't know or couldn't see severed the chains to either side of
    him, and the manacles fell down like dust. Draco brought his wrists slowly forward,
    rubbing them. There were no marks on his wrists, but he could feel them anyway, the
    tight clasp of where they had been.

    "So you don't forget."

    Draco stared into Potter's eyes, and wished that he didn't have to. On the other
    hand, he didn't have the choice and had to sit there as he whispered, "What do you
    mean? What reminder do I have?"

    "That sensation of chains on the wrists will never leave you." Potter's eyebrows
    crept up, presumably at something in Draco's face that he didn't agree with. "You
    already were in chains as a Death Eater. This is only a visible sign of what you
    already chose to go along with."

    Draco bowed his head and said nothing. Potter pulled him to his feet by the back
    of his robes and shoved him urgently towards the door. Draco went, his mind boiling
    with what the Dark Lord would say to him, what he might do-

    No choice. There was never any choice about any of it.

    

    Neville watched as Harry gently shut the bedroom door behind himself and then
    settled down in front of him, eyes quiet. Neville stroked Dapple in his lap and told
    himself to take courage. Harry made him better, stronger. He wouldn't have
    come to ask Neville to do something impossible, the way Dumbledore and Snape and even
    Professor McGonagall had.

    (Sometimes Neville still opened his eyes in the morning and lay there wondering
    why there was a feeling of white sunlight shining inside him. Then he remembered that
    both Dumbledore and Snape were dead, and he stretched and stood and went
    about his day).

    "You have a Horcrux inside you that I know can't be destroyed with Fiendfyre or
    basilisk venom, because that would kill you as a living body along with the Horcrux,"
    Harry said quietly. "Regulus suggested you might be immune to basilisk venom since
    you took that bite and survived it, but we can't be sure since Fawkes cried to save
    you."

    Neville shuddered, and Dapple clasped the side of his hand with his claws. "No, I
    don't want to risk it," he whispered. He could still remember the cold burn through
    him, the absolute conviction that he was dead and all his training was for
    nothing, before Fawkes showed up and wept the tears over his arm.

    "We're not going to take the risk," Harry said. His face was calm and his eyes
    very clear. "What I'm going to ask you to agree to is taking a Killing Curse from
    Lord Dudders."

    "Um, can we go back to Regulus's plan?"

    "Of course. If you think he's right and the basilisk venom might be diffused
    through your veins after all."

    Neville shut his eyes. That was the major problem with his friendship with Harry,
    he thought. He couldn't take a joke, or even recognize humor.

    But he was leaving the choice of Neville's fate up to him, which was something
    Dumbledore and even Gran had never done. It was a horrible fate, but living with the
    Horcrux was no choice at all.

    "I don't think there's a way that I can make myself stand in front of Voldemort
    when he throws a Killing Curse and not flinch," he finally whispered. He wondered if
    Harry would understand his cowardice. Sometimes he thought Harry had never felt
    fear.

    "I know. We're going to get you there, and we're going to persuade Lord Dudders
    that we've come with a messy plan."

    "A messy plan," Neville repeated blankly. If that was some kind of code, his
    training hadn't covered it.

    "Yes." Harry's eyes were shining. He poked a hole with his claws in the blanket
    and then tried to smooth fuzz over it as Dapple hissed at him. "We'll convince him
    that we're trying something convoluted and daring, and plaster it with a veneer of
    some way to destroy his Horcruxes but make sure that you survive while playing half a
    dozen tricks. In reality, we're simply going to hit fast and hard. Get him to destroy
    his own Horcrux in you, and then kill him."

    "We still need the one from the bank," Neville reminded him. It was a measure of
    the courage Harry had fostered in him that he could say that, could
    contradict someone he felt in awe of.

    "I know. Details. We'll figure it out." Harry didn't look fearless now, but only
    serene. "We'll have that one gone before we go to hit him. But once we're there,
    that's really what we'll do. Strike as hard as we can, and make sure that
    you're in the path of the Killing Curse. That's all you need to do. Once you come
    back, the way Nagini did, then you're done."

    Neville blinked. "What about the fact that I'm supposedly the only one who can
    kill him?"

    "Vanquish, kill, does it matter? Really, the reason that Lord Dudders is still
    alive is because of the Horcruxes, and that includes the one in you." Harry reached
    out and held his hand firmly as Neville shuddered. "With that gone, his anchors to
    life are gone. And that means we can kill him. It never said your hand had to be the
    one to strike the final blow, only that you were important to destroying him. And you
    are."

    "So who is going to strike the final blow, in your messy plan?"

    "I am."

    Neville had tried to avoid thinking about what it would be like to be Voldemort.
    He got enough thoughts and impressions of the monster from what he now knew was the
    bond with the Horcrux, anyway.

    But standing and looking into Harry's eyes, he thought he could feel the terror
    and rage Voldemort would know in the moments before Harry slaughtered him.

    And part of him, the same part that rejoiced each morning about Dumbledore and
    Snape being dead, coiled in satisfaction.

    

    Harry leaned quietly against the outer door of Grimmauld Place, listening, feeling
    the sky. It was early morning, and no one else was awake. He had trouble seeing the
    stars with the lights of the great Muggle city all around, but at the moment, it
    didn't matter. That actually made it easier for him to reach out and feel the song of
    his birds, if he wasn't getting distracted by trying to trace the patterns of the
    constellations.

    And...there.

    Harry smiled a little as he opened his eyes and turned his head to the west. Lord
    Dudders could move his Horcruxes all he liked. It would take Harry's birds some time,
    and Lord Dudders had destroyed some of them, but the flocks that were left would fly
    and fly until they found another one, and then they would sit and sing.

    Harry held out a hand, meaning to reach for the broom on the ground beside him,
    but someone caught it and held it.

    "The wisdom I thought you'd acquired? That you would talk to someone
    before you ran away and tried to kill yourself? I see that I was too optimistic?"

    Harry turned and silently bared his teeth at Regulus. Regulus just looked back at
    him. He was leaning on Harry's broom like it was a pillar, and he shook his head
    sadly as Harry moved towards him, teeth still bared.

    "You're going to destroy the final Horcrux. There's no other reason that you would
    leave the house right now."

    "It needn't concern you."

    "It does when you're living in my house and you're determined to kill
    yourself as much as I'm determined to keep you alive."

    "You don't know that I'll die, even if I come into confrontation with Lord
    Dudders. I might not."

    Regulus continued to hold the broom with no sign of letting it go. "I thought you
    would spend more time with your parents, once you rescued them. Instead, the only
    thing you've done is linger inside their bedroom a few times."

    Harry felt some emotion moving underneath the surface, thick and deep and glowing.
    He breathed softly so it wouldn't come out as rage, and then he said, "If I tried to
    tend to them now instead of going to find and end the Horcrux, I would care too
    much."

    "I don't know what that means," said Regulus, with deep earnestness.

    "It means I wouldn't want to do anything except heal them. Sit with them. Daydream
    about how it will be when-" Harry cut himself off. He trusted Regulus more than a lot
    of other people, enough to call him by his first name, but he trusted no one enough
    to voice what he'd been about to say. Regulus had that weird quality that made Harry
    forget sometimes, though. "I have to stay on the path that I'm going to stand on, and
    find the Horcrux that was in Diagon Alley, and destroy it. Then I'll set up the plan
    to destroy Lord Dudders and get the Horcrux out of Neville. And then I'll heal my
    parents."

    Regulus listened, nodding a little. Then he leaned the broom against the wall of
    the house, still far enough behind him that Harry couldn't grab it, and said, "Do you
    know, you may be the most remarkable person I've ever met."

    Harry made a small step to the side. It would be better to Apparate than ride the
    broom, assuming he could convince Regulus to come with him, but he was rapidly losing
    faith in his ability to convince him. "You need to move."

    "You're remarkable because you focus everything on one goal, and then you go out
    and do it. Even when I forced you to change your mind about your only goal
    being your parents, you have that same single-mindedness about the war and destroying
    the Horcruxes."

    "Move."

    "But it doesn't mean that you can succeed every time. Only that you've succeeded
    so far, and some of that was aid from other people and being luckier than I ever knew
    a person could be." Regulus took a deep breath. "I don't think that you can face the
    Dark Lord and take away his last Horcrux by yourself, considering what happened when
    you and Minerva took the ring. You need me."

    "You're willing to come with me instead of stopping me?"

    "Since I doubt even being tied up in the cellar could stop you," Regulus said
    dryly, "yes. You'd Transfigure your chains into snakes, or some mouse would come and
    gnaw through the ropes. What I want is to make sure you survive."

    "You still haven't told me why your brother's godson matters so much to you."

    "You know some of the reasons," Regulus whispered back, his voice deep and soft as
    earth. "That I was bored and you rescued me, and that I wanted to fulfill some of the
    debts that Sirius left unfulfilled. Those are still true. But the rest is that you're
    a remarkable person, and let's make sure you survive."

    Harry looked at him in silence, then shook his head. They could stand here and
    have this conversation that honestly didn't matter, and at some point someone would
    come out and interrupt them, or they could leave and find the Horcrux, which would be
    infinitely easier with Regulus's help.

    "The Horcrux is to the west. I don't have Apparition coordinates at the moment. I
    need to concentrate more on the birdsong before I'll know where we have to go."

    "Then concentrate," Regulus said, and held out his hand with a small smile. "We
    have all the time in the world."

    

    In the end, they Apparated outside a dark, thick house that was made of cut logs
    rather than stone, the visual that had come through the eyes of the birds. The song
    softened and dimmed as Harry appeared. He nodded to his birds, gleaming black eyes
    peering through the branches, and then dropped into a crouch. He murmured to Regulus,
    "Do you recognize this place at all?"

    "No," said Regulus. His eyebrows were pinched, and he studied the house with
    slightly parted lips. Harry thought he would say something else, but in the end he
    shook his head and repeated, "No."

    "Then we need some sense of what it's like," Harry said, and dug one of his mice
    out of his pocket. "The shack wasn't big enough to need a separate scouting party
    inside, but this is."

    The mouse ran into the manor, and Harry leaned back behind the clump of high
    bushes Regulus had Apparated them into. Regulus cast a spell on them with a murmured
    word, and settled on his heels.

    "Did you actually see Terry die?"

    "I couldn't hear his heartbeat or sense his Wild. There's no spell that can muffle
    the sense of the Wild like that. Lord Dudders can't manipulate it well enough. He
    took away a body, not a living hostage."

    "You seem very sure about that."

    "You seem sure that I'm remarkable until I do something that doesn't fit with the
    conclusions you've already reached."

    Regulus scowled and shut up. Harry waited some more, feeling his breath move
    steadily in and out of his lungs, his body twitch a little sometimes and then calm
    down. No one knew they were here, he thought. After the message Harry had sent with
    Draco, Harry knew Lord Dudders wouldn't have been able to control himself if he
    thought Harry was anywhere around.

    "But what would he want Terry's body for?"

    Harry frowned at Regulus. "He dabbles in soul magic and Dark Arts that I don't
    know the name of. Surely a dead body could be used in those."

    Regulus licked his lips. "You don't look as outraged about that as I thought you
    would."

    "I've buried my rage."

    It was nearly twenty minutes more before the mouse ran out, and Regulus didn't say
    another word, only frowned into the distance. Harry almost wanted to ask how he'd
    disappointed him, but he had nothing to say about it, and Harry knew he probably
    wouldn't be able to understand the explanation anyway.

    The mouse ran in small circles in front of Harry, demonstrating the manor house's
    basic layout. Then it crouched in the middle of the design and shivered. Harry
    understood. The most frightening predator was there. Lord Dudders had his throne room
    in the center of the house, on purpose. He probably felt as if he were a spider in
    the web like that, keeping track of all his followers.

    But more unclean than any spider, Harry thought, and stood up, checking
    the animals in his pockets one more time.

    "Harry."

    Harry showed he was listening with a small turn of his head. Regulus gripped his
    arm and squeezed.

    "He may have taken Terry's body to make an Inferius," Regulus murmured. "If that's
    the case, I will be happy to destroy it for you. In case you find yourself unable to
    do so."

    Harry wasn't sure that would be the case at all, but once again, he had better
    things to do and talk about. He tipped his head in acknowledgement and led the way
    towards the door of the manor house that looked like a cross-hatched section of
    logs.

    The halls of the house were absolutely deserted. That made sense to Harry. Lord
    Dudders probably knew they were coming and didn't want to risk Harry taking over any
    more of his Death Eaters. Harry kept his gaze fastened ahead and walked in silence,
    following the guidance of his mice around corner after corner.

    Regulus now and then cast spells behind him. They clung to the walls and melted in
    thick shadows down the sides of the house and into the doors. Harry knew they would
    keep any threat in those rooms subdued and muffle the sound of their passage. He
    didn't spend much time looking at them, trusting Regulus to keep them safe on this
    hunt.

    The circular corridors had so many doors piercing them it was easy to find their
    way to the innermost ring where Lord Dudders had his throne room. Harry paused in
    front of the door he knew was the right one and reached back to touch Regulus's arm.
    Regulus squeezed his wrist, and said nothing.

    Harry opened the door.

    The room was made entirely of carved and shaped and polished wood, in better shape
    than the rest of the house they had walked through. The "throne" in the middle was
    made of what looked like one smooth block of mahogany, so glossy that Harry could see
    their shadows moving in it like faint fire. A sphere of crystal light hovered above
    the throne, and in it was a golden cup that reminded Harry unnervingly of the House
    Cup at Hogwarts.

    Sitting on the throne was Lord Dudders, of course. A line of light bound his wand
    and the sphere above him. Lord Dudders gave them a smile that split his face and
    twitched his wand. The sphere hovered lower.

    "Is this what you came for, Harry?"

    Harry reached out with his sense of the Wild, and nodded when Regulus glanced at
    him. Yes, the twisted, tortured sense of life-force was alive-as much as a Horcrux
    could be alive-inside that cup. This wasn't a distraction or a mockery. Lord Dudders
    didn't know enough about the Wild to create one.

    "Leave him to me," Regulus breathed into Harry's ear.

    "Why?" Harry whispered back, turning his head over his shoulder. "You can't stop
    him. You're not strong enough, and you don't know Transfiguration like I do."

    "Leave him to me."

    "Not unless you can actually be sure of-"

    Lord Dudders struck, fast as a wasp. His borrowed wand lashed out, and a wave of
    explosive force pressed against Harry and almost lifted him off his feet. Harry
    latched his claws into the nearest wall and sent mice towards Lord Dudders with a
    flick of his wrist.

    It didn't seem to matter. The mice were popping like tiny balloons in the wake of
    the spell, and Lord Dudders was laughing, the laughter echoing around the room, and
    there was no wavering in the crystal bubble that contained the Horcrux.

    Then Regulus stepped forwards, smiling slightly, and intoned, "Fero
    flammam."

    And the room was alive with fire.
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    Chapter Fifty-Nine—I Bear the Flame

    Harry didn't know the spell Regulus had cast, but it wasn't like he could miss its
    effects.

    Flame danced up from Regulus's body, curling along his shoulders like a mane,
    draping down his back like a cloak, turning his hair red and yellow like a phoenix's
    feathers. He gasped once, and then he leaped forwards and touched the shield that
    curled around the golden cup hovering in the middle of the room.

    The shield broke with a ringing noise that Harry heard inside his head. The cup
    began to fall. Regulus seized it—the fire on his fingers curled away from the cup's
    handle and didn't burn it—and flung it across the room to Harry.

    Lord Dudders gave a wordless snarling noise. The shadows turned black with
    snakes.

    Harry leaped up to the grab the Horcrux, and then went leaping around the room,
    stomping on snakes each time he landed. Having a kangaroo's muscles in his legs was
    more useful than he had anticipated when he first created them.

    Lord Dudders stood up from the throne, crouching like a cat. He was tracking Harry
    with his wand out when Regulus crashed into him, laughing wildly.

    The fire did touch Lord Dudders. It must be under Regulus's control,
    Harry thought as he paused for a moment in a snake-free area to watch. It would burn
    what he said to burn and spare what he said to spare.

    Lord Dudders screamed, and went on screaming. His white skin was turning the
    mottled black of fallen leaves, and he clawed at Regulus with fingers that turned
    crisp and dark almost at once. But Regulus held him for only a moment before he
    Apparated away, appeared in the same area as Harry, and shot the Killing Curse at
    him.

    Harry leaped over the green beam and tucked the cup away in his cloak pocket. Then
    he plucked out several more mice and threw them at Lord Dudders. Once again, he cast
    the spell that exploded them before he reached him, but his face was half-burned
    through one cheek, his teeth exposed, and it was obvious how much the magic was
    costing him.

    Harry smiled at him.

    "Do you know the price for what your Black has done?" Lord Dudders said. Harry had
    to concentrate to understand him. His missing lips and the hole in his face made his
    voice slur quite a bit. "The fire can burn through any shield, any defense. But the
    one bearing it makes themselves the kindling. He will die."

    Harry hesitated, turning to Regulus, who was on the throne and preparing to rush
    across the room to them, and Lord Dudders cast the Killing Curse at him again.

    Honestly, this is just tiresome at this point, Harry thought, as he
    ducked under it. Doesn't he know any other spells?

    The snakes were crawling towards him, driven by Lord Dudders's hissed commands,
    and so Harry would have had to move again anyway. But before he could, Regulus rushed
    into the mass of serpents and set them all alight.

    He no longer needed to touch them with his hands, Harry saw. The flames trailing
    the sweep of his cloak were enough. The snakes didn't explode the way Harry's mice
    had; they simply vaporized. Not even smears of ash remained where they had been.

    Regulus burst through them as if they hadn't existed, and grabbed Lord Dudders by
    the arm again. The flames spiraled in, and Harry had to hop backwards as the
    explosion of sheer heat pushed at him.

    "You cannot—" Lord Dudders was screaming, but his voice was shrill with pain and
    not outrage.

    "I know that," Regulus said, and leaned in harder. He seemed to be laughing. It
    was hard for Harry to see, though, through the smoke and the streaming flames. He at
    least didn't seem to be in pain. "But I can make you suffer, and I already made you
    give the Horcrux to Harry."

    Lord Dudders actually jolted as if he'd forgotten that, and then he fixed his eyes
    on Harry. Harry knew he was going to Apparate over to him. He poised his powerful
    right leg in a position that would let him kick Lord Dudders and waited.

    They'd both forgotten something. The next time Lord Dudders Apparated, he took
    Regulus with him. They reappeared in front of Harry, still burning, and fried the
    cobras who tried to rear up and attack Harry. The smell of burning flesh made Harry
    have to force down the temptation to gag.

    Lord Dudders screamed and screamed. Harry stared at him, not Regulus. He could
    barely stand pain. That was worth knowing.

    "How does it feel, Voldemort?" Regulus leaned forwards, shoving Lord Dudders into
    the side of the throne he'd been sitting in. His hands were still glowing,
    incandescent. There was no sign of the blisters that were racing up Lord Dudders's
    arms. "To know that you're going to lose, and to people who aren't even the
    Boy-Who-Lived?"

    Lord Dudders tried to cast some other spell. It didn't work. Regulus laughed, and
    Harry moved a little to the side.

    Regulus's face showed only joy.

    Lord Dudders flailed out with one hand, and a snake levitated from the floor and
    wrapped around his arm. When it lunged, trying to bite Regulus, fire shot down its
    throat and it was ash before it finished the motion. Lord Dudders had already
    Apparated again, and Harry started to make his way over to them through the smoke and
    the blaze.

    "I am immortal!"

    "But not invincible," Regulus replied, and bore down harder. His hands had moved
    back to Lord Dudders's face. Now there were holes in both cheeks, and his forehead
    was little more than steamed bone. Harry thought he would have been hurt more, but
    he'd probably worked the kinds of curses and charms on himself that meant he was
    incredibly hard to damage.

    "Regulus."

    "Yes, Harry?" Lord Dudders tried to wrench himself away again, but that thin body
    wasn't very strong. Regulus forced his face back around, smiling, and thrust his hand
    down Lord Dudders's throat. His screaming stopped as his vocal cords charred.

    "Let him go. You can't kill him, and I don't want you to die." Harry spoke the
    words feeling as though someone else had burned them out of him.

    "That's a pity," Regulus agreed, and Harry had no idea what part he was agreeing
    to. "I'm going to make this as easy as I can for you before I go, though, Harry.
    There are even a few people who might abandon him once they realize how hideous he's
    going to be." His hands bore in and twisted, and a chunk of Lord Dudders's collarbone
    was a gaping, seared hole.

    "Why did you do this?" Harry whispered. He watched as they Apparated again, ending
    up near the throne once more. Lord Dudders had become a silent, maddened thing,
    thrashing and trying to bite at Regulus. The threat might have looked more effective
    if he still had teeth.

    Regulus cocked his head. "Because we needed the Horcrux, and I recognized the
    spell he used to shield it. There was no way we could have got through it."

    Harry blinked slowly. It was surreal to have this sort of conversation while Lord
    Dudders was burning almost to death, but if the spell did what it apparently did,
    then there would be no other chance to have it. "But why sacrifice yourself like
    this?"

    Regulus's explanation got interrupted when Lord Dudders Apparated again, but once
    more he crashed into the wall on the far side of the throne room. Regulus smiled and
    shook his head. "The pain is interfering with his concentration to Apparate somewhere
    else. Because this was the only way. The shield around the Horcrux would have given
    anyone who touched it an incurable disease, probably plague. That's why he dared to
    show it to us." His hands twisted again, and Lord Dudders threw back his head and
    cried without a voice as yet another chunk of his neck fell off. "Well, that and the
    shield is unbreakable by normal means."

    Harry clenched his hands. "You could have told me about the spell, and I
    could have cast it."

    "You make no sense," said Regulus, in a condescending tone that made Harry bristle
    even as he circled to the side to try and see Regulus's face better. "I'm doing this
    so that you can destroy the Horcruxes and succeed against Lord Dudders. And I should
    have let you die? Besides, the Flame-Bearer has to be perfectly
    willing."

    "I would have been."

    "Not when you're probably thinking about all the other objectives you have left to
    achieve." Regulus's voice was soft. He twisted his hands again, and Lord Dudders fell
    to his knees. His head was little more than a skull with some tatters of burned flesh
    clinging to it now, Harry saw. That he wouldn't be able to die only made it
    worse.

    "I had little meaning in my life before these last few months, Harry," Regulus
    added, drawing his gaze again. "Sometimes I thought I should have died during the
    war, the way I almost did attempting to retrieve the locket. No family left, no one I
    really cared for, only intense boredom and the unwillingness to kill myself." He bent
    his head down and gave Harry the most genuine smile Harry had ever seen from him.
    "Thank you for letting me die in a way that has purpose, meaning."

    "I don't want you to die."

    "This is the way I chose to do it. And I didn't want you to die, either, the way
    you would have if you'd tried to break the shield on the Horcrux. And I'm selfish. My
    desires should prevail."

    "I'm not healed. Not the way you wanted me to be. Not a normal person."

    Regulus widened his eyes and ran his hands down Lord Dudders's spine, which was
    also burning now, with a kind of transparent flame Harry didn't know the name of. "Do
    you think a normal person would choose to die this way? I didn't want you to be
    exactly like everyone else. Only further away from the edge of self-destruction. And
    I've achieved that."

    Harry only stared at him, and could say nothing else. Regulus winked at him, and
    looked like the pictures of Sirius he had shown Harry, so reckless and brave.

    Then he whirled to face Lord Dudders, and bent down to say something into his ear
    that Harry couldn't hear. It made Lord Dudders open the hole of his mouth and writhe,
    though, and then he wrenched free of Regulus and Apparated.

    Regulus stood there for a moment, his hands lifted, the flames coiling around him.
    Harry knew what was about to happen. With no enemies left to destroy or defenses left
    to eat through, the fire would destroy the one who bore it now.

    But there was no pain in Regulus's face as he looked at Harry and tilted his head.
    "Take care of yourself, Harry. Always remember that you're worth more than just your
    magic and the healing of your parents."

    The flames bent down and clamped Regulus in their jaws, and he was suddenly a
    brilliant white explosion, a gleaming star of fire. It whirled around. For a second,
    Harry thought it would streak at him, like ball lightning, and he prepared to meet
    it.

    But he should have known that even this kind of remnant of Regulus would never
    harm him. The flame condensed on itself a moment later, a point of brilliance so
    intense that Harry had to shield his eyes with his claws.

    When he looked again, the room was empty, and there was not even any warmth left,
    but the warmth of the cup Horcrux against his side.

    

    Minerva didn't recognize Harry's face when he walked into the house.

    Of course she'd been searching for him, and then waiting for some kind of news,
    particularly when she realized that Regulus was gone as well. That lessened her fear
    that Harry had gone off to do something suicidal because of Mr. Boot's death. But
    that Harry came back alone, and without Regulus beside him…

    Harry took a golden cup out of his cloak and set it on the kitchen table without a
    word. Then he looked at her, and Minerva saw the shards of broken pain that, this
    time, he hadn't managed to bury.

    "What happened?" she whispered.

    "Regulus made himself a Flame-Bearer to destroy the shield around the Horcrux. He
    said something about it causing some sort of plague otherwise. And then he burned
    Lord Dudders as much as he could while he was telling me farewell…"

    Harry's voice trailed off. Minerva clenched her hands together. She was familiar
    with both the shield Harry was talking about and the Flame-Bearer spell, and the fact
    that bearing the flame would have allowed Regulus to break through the shield.

    And she knew very well what happened to someone who became a Flame-Bearer.

    What she wasn't familiar with was the swimming wetness in Harry's eyes.

    "I don't understand," Harry whispered. "He never made any sense to me, and then he
    decided to die that way, and he didn't even give me a choice…"

    Abruptly, a different kind of shield Minerva had never known was there shattered
    deep inside Harry. He lifted his hands and tried to cover his face and turn away from
    her as the first sob tore out of him.

    Minerva could only guess how deep and old the defenses that had kept him from
    weeping were. But she wasn't going to allow him to rebuild them, not when he was
    already suffering from grief and rage.

    She strode around the table and wrapped her arms around him. Harry leaned his head
    on her chest. He was still sobbing, but with bewilderment as much as pain, Minerva
    thought.

    "How long has it been since you cried?" she whispered, stroking his hair. She
    didn't think he had heard, or would respond, but his voice came gasping up.

    "Since I was six. That's the last time I remember."

    Minerva shut her eyes and held him still. His sobs were already dying; his voice
    had sounded almost normal when he spoke. There was a barrier broken, but the damage
    from the Dursleys had gone so deep that Harry was already reassembling it.

    Harry didn't let go of her, though. He held on, and Minerva thought that was as
    much of a change as she should wish, or hope for.

    

    Harry thought of something else, through the maze of his shock and grief, after
    he'd stood there letting Professor McGonagall hold him for maybe ten minutes. He
    pushed back and asked, "Why are we still here?"

    "I hardly thought you'd want to go upstairs and speak to the others yet."
    Professor McGonagall pushed her glasses up her nose. "I don't know that the—spell Mr.
    Black put on the others will hold and make them ignore this now that he's dead."

    "Not that. Regulus told me all sorts of things about Black properties being passed
    down exclusively in the family line. I thought the house would kick us out with him
    dead. I shouldn't have been able to walk back in at all."

    Harry could still feel shards of glass crunching in his chest when he talked about
    Regulus, but that was the way it was, the way it had to be. He would keep on talking
    about it, and maybe someday, he would understand and accept it in the way he to
    accept Terry's death.

    "If anything, Bellatrix should have inherited it."

    "I was wondering when you would ask that question."

    Harry snapped his head up, heart beating like a hummingbird's, because it was
    Regulus's voice. But the misty image of him that strolled into the kitchen through
    the far doorway was obviously not the real one. Harry reached out towards him
    anyway.

    The image halted well short of them, though, and wasn't looking quite at them,
    which told Harry it wasn't going to respond to reality the way the living Regulus
    would have done. He rearranged himself so that he stood in front of Regulus's gaze.
    It was full of the same pride and admiration he'd shown Harry when he was dying.

    "I have no children. I can't stand the thought of my cousins getting anything I
    own. Well, maybe Andromeda would be all right. But we haven't spoken in too long for
    me to be sure of that. And I don't really care about her that much. I care about you,
    Harry. Thank you for waking me up and bringing me back to the real world."

    For as long as it lasted. For Regulus to make this, he must have
    suspected he would die soon. Harry blinked rapidly, and focused on the image as it
    held up a hand.

    "There are a few artifacts that really can't be touched by anyone without Black
    blood. But they're still yours. You can make the decision about what to do with them,
    whether that's throw them away or pass them on to Andromeda or something else. Just
    don't give them to Narcissa or her brat, that's all I ask."

    Harry snorted. Beside him, Professor McGonagall gave the beginning of a sound that
    might have been a laugh, and then cut it off.

    "Otherwise…" Regulus drew himself up, coughed a little, and began. "I, Regulus
    Black, being of strong magic—"

    Most of the Blacks probably couldn't say they were of sound mind.

    "—leave all of the Gringotts vaults belonging to the House of Black, the house at
    Number Twelve Grimmauld Place, the Dark Manse, the Shining Retreat in Wales, and all
    their contents to Harry James Potter, adopted my heir with a strand of hair from his
    head that I took when he was sleeping and a drop of blood shed willingly in my
    defense, because of his ties to my elder brother Sirius and because of the life-debts
    I owe him and because he kept me from dying in misery." The image turned his head,
    and even with everything, Harry was sure that the reflected, transparent eyes were
    looking directly at him. "It was a good death, Harry, no matter what happened to me.
    I'm sure it was."

    The image shut its mouth, and for a moment Harry thought its task was done and it
    would fade. Then it paused and added, "If you do manage to waken your parents, tell
    your mum that I always thought she was pretty and your dad that I got to
    know you first."

    There was a soft burst of light that made Harry flinch, because it was too much
    like the flame that had consumed the real Regulus at the end of his spell. Then it
    snapped into the body of the image, and both froze and faded.

    Harry closed his eyes. He wanted to be by himself. Gently, he patted Professor
    McGonagall's hand when she reached for him and cast a Disillusionment Charm on
    himself so that he could go upstairs without running into Neville or the others.

    Once he got into his bedroom, Yar, whose wing he had healed earlier, perched on
    the headboard and Spellmaker and Cross curled up at his feet. Harry yielded himself
    to the thoughts that he needed to have.

    But he knew one thing. The grief was uppermost right now—but only right now. The
    rage at Regulus's death had joined the rage at Terry's death that bubbled and danced
    below the surface of his mind.

    He was going to destroy Lord Dudders now. He hoped Lord Dudders knew the death
    walking towards him.

    

    Neville sat on his bed, holding Dapple. Ron and Hermione had both gone to bed
    after hearing the news about Mr. Black, and Neville was glad. He had wanted to be
    alone to mourn, and to think.

    He had known people would die in the second war from the time he was—well,
    actually, he could never remember being young enough not to know. Gran was always
    warning him that Voldemort wasn't gone and that he would come back someday. She
    hadn't known anything about the Horcrux, but that didn't matter. That was why Neville
    got all the training. No one would have bothered if they'd thought Voldemort was
    defeated forever like most of Britain did.

    But somehow he had never pictured these casualties. Terry, who had just
    been a kid in school like him. And Regulus, who had opened his home to them and tried
    to protect Neville even when they knew he was a Horcrux.

    So Neville sat and shivered and pondered, and he felt the last remnants of his
    fear drop away.

    He would walk up to Voldemort and let him cast the Killing Curse to destroy the
    Horcrux, if that was what it took. If it made people stop dying and let Harry kill
    Voldemort finally, once and for all.

    When Neville heard Harry stirring, he went and knocked on his door. Harry opened
    it. His face was utterly calm, his eyes utterly focused. Neville nodded at him.

    "Let's do it," he said. "Let's do it as soon as we can."

    Harry leaned towards him, and smiled. It was a small thing, but they were too
    close for Neville not to see every movement of Harry's face, even in the dim light of
    the corridor.

    "He's already dead," Harry said softly. "Let's make sure his brain catches up with
    his body."
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    Chapter Sixty—The Inspiration of Mourning

    "Hello, Mum, Dad."

    Harry sat down at the far end of his parents' room and waited for a time, watching
    their chests rise and fall. He thought of the stories he'd heard about them, the
    things Professor McGonagall and Regulus had been able to tell him. His father's
    pranks, his mother's skill at Potions, how fiercely they fought against Lord
    Dudders.

    How much they loved him.

    "I don't know if I'll be able to bring you back the way I wanted to," he told
    them. They continued to stare at the ceiling. "I don't know if I'll be able to be the
    son you wanted." They breathed. "I have some ideas, but—the idea might only work to
    bring one of you back at first. Then I'll have to wait on the other one."

    They blinked.

    Harry stood up. "But one thing I'm sure of," he said, and paused, because he was
    alive and hearing his own words even if no one else in the room was. "I'm sure that
    I'm going to defeat Lord Dudders. He'll die. And when you come back into this world,
    whether it's right away or not for years, it'll be a world without him. I
    promise."

    They lay there.

    Cross rubbed against Harry's legs. Harry bent down and petted him for a time, then
    stood and left the room without a word. His mind was already turning in slow circles,
    thinking about what he needed to do, and what he would tell to which person. He could
    certainly tell them all about destroying the cup Horcrux. Neville's would be on a
    more need-to-know basis, unless he was willing to take a Killing Curse from Harry
    instead of one from Lord Dudders to try and destroy it. At this point, Harry had
    utterly no doubt that he could cast it.

    And what he would do to weaken Lord Dudders before they attacked him…

    That, no one needed to know but himself.

    

    Lucius came awake with a gasp and a moan. It felt as if he had spent months, maybe
    years, drifting in a half-waking coma. He imagined it was what being under the
    influence of the Draught of Living Death would feel like. Or the Imperius, if it had
    ever affected him.

    Potter was sitting on the other side of the room. His legs were folded beneath
    him, those cat-like eyes gleaming straight at Lucius. Lucius found himself lying
    still with his hands clenched in his chains. Potter nodded after a second and reached
    down for something next to him, something that glittered sharply as he turned it
    around.

    It was a scalpel.

    Lucius stared at it and thought he had never understood how subtle terror could be
    before. Fear for his family, fear of dying, fear of failing his Lord, were all blunt
    and hard. This flowed through him, soft and cold.

    "I'm going to release you."

    Lucius's eyes snapped up. "Why?"

    "I promised your son that I would if he delivered a message to Lord Dudders,"
    Potter said. He picked up the scalpel and walked towards Lucius, ignoring the way his
    legs jerked. "He has. I'm sure of that. My spies told me that he met with Lord
    Dudders. I couldn't hear what he said, but that hardly mattered." He knelt down next
    to Lucius, holding the scalpel out as if judging the edge. He nodded after a second
    and moved in towards his arm.

    "If you're going to release me," Lucius said, and hated how high his voice
    sounded, "why are you acting as if you're going to cut my arm off?"

    "I said that you'd be released. I said nothing about unharmed, first of all,"
    Potter said, his voice uninflected. "And second, I need what's left of your Dark
    Mark."

    Lucius tried to form one hand into a fist and hit Potter in the face with it,
    despite how undignified that was, but Potter bound his arm to the floor of the cell
    with a simple flick of his arm. Then he began to cut into Lucius's muscles. Lucius
    turned his head away and tried not to cry out.

    Honestly, it was easier than he'd expected. The scalpel cut so deeply and was so
    sharp that Lucius didn't feel any pain until several moments after the blood had
    begun to run down his arm. And then the stinging agony spread along his limbs, but it
    wasn't as bad as a Cruciatus Curse. Potter finally stepped back and cast a spell that
    stopped the bleeding.

    Lucius, panting, looked. It was always better to know the worst at once. Potter
    was depositing a bloody, black lump of flesh in a bag he held, and Lucius's arm was a
    mess of open, carved flesh. He heavily suppressed the urge to gag.

    "I have no more need of you," Potter said. "I'll escort you to the edge of the
    wards and let you go."

    "With my wand?"

    Potter only stared at him.

    Lucius licked his lips and sat up. His arm twinged, but he could use it. Move it.
    And he knew he wouldn't bleed to death, either. It looked as if Potter had frozen the
    blood all along the edges of his muscles, rather than making it clot.

    It was not something Lucius would have preferred to leave with, but as it
    stood, he could hardly complain. He remained silent as Potter led him swiftly and
    efficiently through a series of connected cellars, up one staircase, and out into the
    night.

    He did pause when Potter waved him to go on, and turned his head back. "You
    realize that I do not owe you a life-debt because you let me go? That is not the same
    as saving my life. I will have the ability to fight against you if we meet
    again."

    Potter stared at him, and then smiled. Lucius recoiled hard enough that he fell
    against a tree. Five seconds later, he was still clinging to it, shaking, staring at
    what looked back at him through Potter's eyes.

    "Then I look forward to our next meeting, Lucius," Potter said, and glided back
    into the house.

    Lucius shivered and concentrated all his skill and power on wandless Apparition.
    Even when he had arrived back at the Manor, he had to stand and spend some time
    tucking his emotions away before he could enter the house where he knew he would find
    his wife, his son, and his master.

    Perhaps he would…arrange to stay near the back of the lines of Death Eaters
    battling Potter. Just perhaps. If he could come up with a way to do it that would not
    shame him or make his Lord think him a coward.

    

    Minerva sat up from her bed with a stifled cry of alarm. She had dreamed that more
    Death Eaters were trying to break through the wards, and this time Harry didn't have
    the protective animals that had spared them the last time. But when she looked around
    her room, it was quiet and dark, and nothing had intruded.

    Still, she felt unable to go back to sleep after the imagined sensation of the
    Cruciatus Curse plaguing her. She chose to throw a shawl over the top of her bedrobe
    and go down to the kitchen for a mug of tea.

    When she arrived in the kitchen, she paused. There was already a light burning
    there, one she hadn't left on, and the slight, subtle thrum of something in the air
    that made her wonder if one of the children had been cooking. Then she shook her
    head. No, it wasn't a scent. It was something subtler than that, something that made
    all the hair on her arms stand on end.

    The Wild.

    Yes, that was it. Minerva had felt that occasionally when she was around another
    wizard's Transfigurations, especially powerful, temporary ones that Albus had
    sometimes made use of in battle.

    But she was unaware of anything Harry could be doing right now that would be
    either wise or something he could do safely by himself. Wand in hand, Minerva strode
    towards the entrance of the cellar and opened the door. It swung easily under her
    hand. From below, the sense of the rising Wild came more strongly.

    And so did a scent that Minerva had learned to identify after years spent at least
    occasionally in cat form. The scent of blood.

    Minerva braced herself in mind and body, and descended.

    

    Harry stepped away from Rodolphus Lestrange and considered the pile of cut-out
    Dark Marks on the floor. In some cases, he had taken only the flesh of the person's
    arm that used to bear the Mark, if he had substantially altered it. While that
    wouldn't be as potent as the Mark itself, it would still bear some of Lord Dudders's
    tainted magic.

    And the connection to Lord Dudders was what he needed.

    He laid the Lestranges' piles of bloody flesh in a separate corner, however. He
    had another plan in mind for them.

    "Why?"

    Harry glanced up, his eyebrow raising. Chains, Stunners, and in some cases bites
    from his spiders had proven able to subdue most of the Death Eaters well enough for
    him to cut the Marks out without rebellion. But Rodolphus was awake, his hands
    flexing uselessly against the floor as he stared at Harry.

    "Because I need them," Harry said. Honestly, that was an answer Rodolphus could
    have thought of on his own. It only confirmed Harry's initial impression that most of
    the Death Eaters weren't very smart.

    "You won't succeed in taking down our Lord."

    Harry said nothing, and instead went about freezing the edges of Rodolphus's wound
    as he had the others'. They were no good to him if they died now, even though he
    wouldn't release them the way he had Lucius.

    Rodolphus was very obvious about tensing in his chains, acting as if he wouldn't
    move, and then lunging at Harry. Harry kicked him in the face and sent him back into
    unconsciousness. This time, he had Spellmaker sit on the man's chest and watch him.
    He was more resilient than most of the others, and Harry couldn't have him causing a
    problem later.

    Harry considered the pile of stained, dripping pieces of flesh in front of him,
    and nodded. Seventeen, counting all the ones he'd taken from the Death Eaters he'd
    captured during Lucius's attack and along the way. It ought to be enough. Harry sat
    down on the floor of the cellar and closed his eyes.

    He had been thinking, dreaming, about what he would do all along, and he knew the
    Wild had been hovering in the air around him, collected and called by someone who
    paid attention to it. Harry no longer thought someone had to be a master of
    Transfiguration to use the Wild. One had to notice it.

    It was like the way anyone could have created ants and mice to spy on their
    enemies, but they didn't because they didn't pay attention to little animals. Harry
    had to despair of human stupidity sometimes.

    Luckily I'm not completely human.

    Harry smoothed his mind into meditation, paring aside all the layers. There was
    the grief for Regulus that had threatened to crack through. He skinned it and laid it
    in a different corner of his mind like he'd laid the Dark Marks on the floor.

    His grief for Terry, and his worries for his parents, and his concern for what
    would happen when they tried to destroy the Horcrux in Neville, and his squirming
    hesitancy to tell Professor McGonagall what he was doing, all joined it. Now his mind
    was pure and gleaming, crystalline.

    That was his rage at Lord Dudders.

    Harry raised his wand. "Commuto stigmatem cacoethes," he breathed.

    The magic leaped and crackled from him, far more obedient than when he had tried
    to create it before. Then again, he thought as he narrowed his eyes and focused on
    the miniature lightning bolts dancing around the cut-off Dark Marks, this time he had
    a better focus for the magic than Nagini.

    And a lot more hatred.

    The lightning stopped dancing slowly, reducing itself to one crackling bolt every
    few seconds. Harry finally felt ready to stand and approach the Dark Mark on top of
    the pile, which he thought had come from a Death Eater by the name of Travers. He
    stretched his hand out and let his palm hover flat over the mark of the snake and
    skull.

    He smiled. Yes, this time the incantation had worked. The life he had created,
    born of his imagination and rage twinned with Lord Dudders's corrupted Wild, seethed
    in the flesh, imprisoned. It would stay there until the moment that it came in
    contact with Lord Dudders, which meant the less desperate of Harry's two plans would
    work.

    He gently Levitated the piece of flesh off to the side and settled down in front
    of the next one in the pile, ready to descend to the right level of his mind and cast
    the spell again.

    Normally he would have waited. Normally he would have been staggering with
    exhaustion, having invoked that much power of the Wild even once.

    But normally, he wasn't alive with so much loathing that it made him feel as if he
    were made of light.

    

    Minerva staggered back with her hand over her mouth as she watched Harry enchant
    another piece of flesh. And a third, and a fourth. Each time, he stood and walked
    over to conduct some test invisible to her that seemed to prove to him that the magic
    had worked. And then he walked over and sat down again and summoned up his power and
    cast.

    She understood the Latin. She knew what he was doing.

    She slid gently down the wall and stared at him in silence. She wondered for a
    moment why he hadn't simply left the Marks on the Death Eaters' arms and filled them
    with the Wild that way, but she thought she could guess. The Death Eaters would
    struggle more than a pile of—of chopped-up pieces of their arms did, and
    there was the chance of ruining the magic.

    Minerva sat and watched, the whole of it. She mourned inwardly the passing of the
    child who could have been, the child of James and Lily Potter who could have grown up
    with his parents and learned to love Transfiguration and animals and yet been
    incapable of doing anything like this.

    Then again, the chance for Harry to be that child had died the night his parents
    were tortured into insanity. Or, at least, it hadn't survived contact with the
    Dursleys.

    And the least Minerva could do now was make sure that Harry had someone who would
    not turn away from him no matter how Dark he grew.

    Harry finished enchanting the last Dark Mark, and slumped against the wall. His
    eyes were shut. Minerva wondered if it was finished, and if she might be permitted to
    take him up to bed now.

    But Harry's eyes opened the minute she shifted her weight, and he glanced into the
    shadows at her. "Will you help me?"

    "Do you need help to climb the stairs?" Minerva murmured, and came over to crouch
    beside him. The smell of blood was so strong that even someone who didn't transform
    into a predator could have noticed it, and the Wild made her teeth buzz.

    "No, not help with that. I'm not done yet. Will you help me reintegrate the Dark
    Marks with their arms?"

    Minerva clenched one hand on her wand. Then she said, "You want me to—use
    Transfiguration? Not simple healing?"

    "The Dark Marks don't need to go back to the original arms they came off. I didn't
    always make the cuts even enough for that to happen, anyway. They can go anywhere.
    But yeah, it'll take Transfiguration around the edges of the wounds. And then I need
    to Obliviate them so they don't have the slightest suspicion about what I
    tried to do."

    Minerva felt her gorge rising. On the one hand, it felt like so much…horror that
    she didn't know if she could do it.

    But Harry's eyes were serene and clear as they watched her, and she knew, once
    again, that he would not be this way if everyone had not failed him. If she
    had ever thought to check up on how James and Lily's child was being raised, since
    she knew James had no wizarding relatives left. If she had tried harder to convince
    Remus to take him.

    "I'll do it," she whispered.

    "Thanks, Professor McGonagall. You're brilliant."

    Minerva asked a question she hadn't meant to ask as she climbed to her feet, but
    it burst from her lips, giving her something to distract herself from her grisly
    task. "Why do you always call me by my title? You came to refer to Regulus by his
    first name at the last."

    Harry glanced at her, his eyebrows rising. "Because I respect you so much."

    "I would prefer my first name. Your respect is noted." Minerva kept her eyes on
    Harry as she gestured around the bloody cellar. "I do believe you respect me, or you
    wouldn't have asked for my help with…this."

    Harry looked at her in silence for so long that Minerva thought he might disinvite
    her from helping him. And as much as she wasn't looking forward to repairing Death
    Eaters' arms into something like usability, she didn't want him to do that. She
    looked at him, holding her wand loosely in front of her, with no attempt to defend
    herself, and waited.

    "All right," Harry finally whispered. "Minerva." And he turned and dragged the
    first Death Eater forwards with a flick of his wand and no sign of tiredness.

    Minerva bowed her head, and prepared to shut her conscience up in a box for a
    time.

    

    "I don't understand. What are they talking about?"

    Neville swallowed as he looked at the story splayed across the front page of the
    Daily Prophet in Hermione's hands. Of all the times for Hogwarts to finally
    decide they couldn't hide the story of Dumbledore's death anymore, it had to be
    today.

    Of course, Ron and Hermione had had that spell performed on them, and after a few
    minutes of arguing and debating about the paper and who would be stupid enough to
    make up a story like that, they put it down and it slid from their minds. Neville
    snatched it himself when they were arguing about Ron's table manners and hastily
    skimmed the story.

    There wasn't much. It just said that Dumbledore was dead, and that he had been
    killed by poison of some kind. Neville supposed wasp stings did contain
    venom. The Hogwarts staff had kept the news from the public to avoid panic. At the
    moment, they didn't know who had done it, but they suspected it was Death Eaters.

    Not Voldemort. They're not going to say Voldemort. People would really
    panic if they thought Voldemort could just stroll inside the school.

    Neville put the paper down and spent a second thinking. He didn't know if the news
    might make Harry want to speed up using the Killing Curse to—get rid of the Horcrux
    in him, but he wouldn't be surprised if it did.

    He looked up when Harry walked into the kitchen. He glanced at the
    Prophet and stopped for a minute, but he didn't seem all that interested in
    it. He looked at Neville and asked softly, "Would you be interested in helping me to
    Apparate some Obliviated Death Eaters away from the house later?"

    "I can't Apparate on my own yet," Neville said, a little shocked.

    "Minerva will be helping us." Harry cocked his head. His eyes glinted. And Neville
    understood why Harry might want to get him, Neville, and Professor McGonagall all
    alone in one place.

    Once the Death Eaters were gone…

    Neville had a huge lump in his throat. He swallowed it back and nodded. It helped
    that Dapple came prancing into the kitchen then, and ended up curled and purring in
    his lap.

    And it helped, strangely, that Harry nodded to him and strode off without a
    backward glance. He didn't think of this as a big deal, only as something that had to
    happen.

    That helped to increase Neville's confidence that he would survive. Harry would be
    more concerned if he thought Neville was going to die. Surely.

    I hope.
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    Chapter Sixty-One—The White Light

    As they came out of the Apparition, Harry looked around. Yes, this was the meadow
    he and Minerva had picked earlier. It was at a distance from both Muggle and wizard
    dwellings, with no wards nearby that would pick up the presence of Dark magic. It had
    taken some time for Minerva to Apparate all the modified Death Eaters here, so they
    would rest before they began the next step.

    Neville stood on the far side of the meadow, dim in the starlight. Harry didn't
    have to see him to know that his face would be pale, though.

    "I understood the Latin for the spell that you used on their Dark Marks," Minerva
    said suddenly. Harry turned to her to find she was sitting with her head bowed, her
    hand pressed to her chest. Harry started a step forwards before he thought about it.
    She had said something once about her heart being weak.

    But that was not the same as thinking it was weak right now, so he checked the
    step as she looked up at him, and only nodded.

    "If you plan to go in and confront You-Know-Who yourself," she whispered, "how are
    you going to avoid being caught up in their destruction?"

    Harry smiled and sat down on the grass next to her, flexing his hands gently. His
    claws rasped along the wood of his wand. His leg muscles coiled as if he would need
    to leap in the next second. It was a long time since he had felt this alive.

    "My particular trick of Transfiguration comes in useful here. Because of the way I
    use the Wild, my creations aren't really independent. But that also means that they
    would never attack me unless I told them to do so."

    "Can you—make others immune to their attacks as well?"

    "Nothing that's not made of my Wild. That's why I'll have to go in and confront
    Lord Dudders on my own."

    She stared at him. Harry looked calmly back, his hands draped around his knees.
    His mind was full of the wounds that Regulus's fire had wreaked on Lord Dudders.
    Harry hoped they were still open. He could kill Lord Dudders if they weren't, but
    that particular fact, if it was true, would make it easier to cause him the pain
    Harry wanted.

    "How—no, I know you could do it. Especially because you'll have your animals with
    you, and they're also immune to the attacks." Minerva took a heavy breath and closed
    her eyes. "You aren't—worried about not coming back?"

    "I'm worried about making him die. And a little about Neville."

    "Of course." Minerva was silent, flexing her wand hand. At least she wasn't
    clutching her chest right now, Harry thought. He didn't want her to clutch at her
    chest. "Remember that you have your parents to wake up. And the Lestranges still in
    the cellars. And—" She paused. Harry waited.

    He wasn't prepared for her to turn sideways and grab him, holding him close while
    she almost smothered him with her hair. But now he thought he knew that Regulus had
    wanted to do that sometimes, so he held still, and finally stretched out an arm to
    curve it around her ribs. It was the only thing he could reach from here.

    "I don't want you to die," Minerva whispered to him.

    "I'm not going to," Harry said, a little startled that she could have
    misunderstood all the words he was using to so badly. "He is."

    Minerva sighed and rested her chin on his head. Harry let her hold him like that
    until her wand hand stopped trembling altogether, and Neville turned around and
    strode sharply through the grass towards them.

    "Harry." His voice was as hard as glass. "I'm as ready as I'm ever going to
    be."

    Harry squeezed Minerva's ribs one more time and stood up. She let her arms slip
    from around him and nodded to him, although Harry thought she was looking more at his
    chin than his eyes. That amused him. "I'm not a Legilimens, you know," he said.

    Her gaze snapped up from his chin to his eyes, and she stood and nodded. "I know.
    And I'm waiting behind you here, whatever you decide."

    "I've decided what I need to," Harry said softly, and hoped she would understand
    his words better this time than to think he was the one going to die instead of Lord
    Dudders. Then he turned and led Neville towards the trees that screened one edge of
    the meadow, stepping over the unconscious forms of Death Eaters as he did so.

    

    Minerva watched them go. She knew what was going to happen, and had expected to
    fix almost all her pity on Neville, to think more about him. And it was true that she
    couldn't feel pity for Harry.

    Not in the traditional way.

    Minerva breathed out slowly. She let her mind move to what frightened her more
    than the notion that Harry was going to battle You-Know-Who alone, as much as that
    seared her throat and charred her heart.

    If he survived. If he had some notion on how to wake his parents, as the way he
    had kept the Lestranges prisoner suggested he did. If he succeeded, and Lily and
    James opened their eyes with their memories and personalities intact up to the point
    where they had been tortured into insanity.

    If they didn't accept Harry. If they didn't think of him as their son, but as a
    monster who had made too many sacrifices for too unworthy a cause. Minerva had
    known Lily and James. They were the first ones ready to give their lives for
    innocents. How would they feel to know that Harry had taken life after life?

    Minerva straightened her shoulders. Then I will be there as I was in the
    aftermath of Regulus's death, to help Harry and support him in what he needs to do. I
    can't predict what will happen. I can only make plans.

    Perhaps that's all any of us can do.

    

    Neville's hands were trembling as he and Harry walked over on the other side of
    the trees, and he stuffed them in his pockets. He didn't want Harry to see the
    evidence of his fear.

    But when Harry turned and stared at him, and Neville saw his eyes gleaming like a
    cat's, he knew Harry already suspected it, or knew it, or smelled it. And he was
    forgiven. Harry didn't expect others to be like him. Only to help him or not stand in
    his way.

    "I'm not entirely sure what will happen," Harry said calmly. "I only saw the
    result of what happened after Lucius hit Nagini with that Killing Curse, and heard
    what you told me she was saying in Parseltongue. You may be dead for a few minutes
    before you come back to life. You may be dead longer. You may only seem unconscious
    and not dead. I don't know. Is there anything you want me to do if you don't survive
    this?"

    "I—I think I will." Neville's voice sounded like a toad's. He cleared his throat
    and tried again. "I—tell Gran that I loved her. And that I hope she could understand
    why the training never worked for me."

    "I'll tell her more than that." Harry leaned forwards, balancing on the balls of
    his feet. "Why do you think you'll probably survive it?"

    Neville refused to break down in tears or quivering, although he would have really
    liked to. He held Harry's eyes and said, "Because you were the one who told me that I
    would."

    Harry remained still. Then he eased back, and raised his wand. He dipped his head
    to Neville and held it for long enough that Neville was sure it was a bow and not a
    nod. "Thank you," he murmured.

    His wand snapped up, and his voice snapped open. "Avada Kedavra."

    And Neville saw the green light of his earliest memories, and died.

    

    Then he woke up.

    Neville shook his head and looked around the white room in wonder. It extended far
    enough that he didn't know where he was. He began walking, after he'd checked himself
    over and realized that, honestly, he looked pretty normal.

    His footsteps clicked on the white floor beneath him, and the light and fog
    shifted around him, pearly and soft, keeping him from seeing any walls. But then he
    came across a carved pillar, and felt as though someone had pushed all the breath out
    of him. These were the kinds of pillars—carved with lions rampant entwined with
    thorny roses—that filled the entrance hall of Longbottom Manor.

    But that didn't explain all the white light, or the size of the room. Nothing like
    this had ever filled it that Neville knew of.

    "Hullo?" he called out, wondering if his Gran was going to answer him. Or anyone,
    really. As long as he had some idea whether this was a dream or not, then he might
    know what to do next.

    "Hello, Neville."

    Neville whipped around and knew that if he said the next few words, he would
    stutter. So he only stared as Albus Dumbledore walked out of the mist and sat down on
    a chair that grew out of the floor in front of him. The chair was huge and golden and
    overstuffed with purple upholstery, just like Gran's favorites.

    "I—thought you were dead," Neville said at last, after waiting a few minutes for
    Dumbledore to start scolding him, and it didn't happen. In fact, Dumbledore seemed a
    lot different than Neville had ever seen him. His smile was tired and gentle, and he
    didn't look as if he would start wagging a finger any second. In fact, his fingers
    were wrapped around the top of a sturdy white cane that Neville had never seen
    before.

    "I am," Dumbledore said softly. "But so are you, in a matter of speaking. Or you
    might not be, if you want to do something about it."

    "Is the Horcrux in me dead?"

    Dumbledore sighed. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you about the Horcrux. It was wrong of
    me. But, yes." He nodded behind Neville, and he turned just in time to see another
    chair rising out of the floor. If he stooped and looked underneath it, there was
    something red and torn there—

    Neville's stomach tried to leap up his throat. He swallowed. It was a severed
    head, with a torn hole in the center of the forehead in the shape of a lightning
    bolt, and staring red eyes. He'd seen those eyes too much in visions not to recognize
    them.

    "That's the Horcrux?" he muttered, and took several steps away from it to put the
    chair between him and it. And then a pillar.

    "It is indeed." Dumbledore sighed and shifted in his chair. "You can choose to
    return to the world—if you wish."

    "Why wouldn't I want to?" Neville turned around and clenched his fists. Dumbledore
    didn't understand him better even when he was dead. Or when Neville was dreaming. Or
    whatever was actually going on here.

    "Because I know that your life has not been a happy one, my boy. The expectations
    we all piled on you were a huge part of that, and once again, I am sorry." Dumbledore
    stared at his lap as if there was a scroll there with all the answers on it. "The
    extra training didn't help, did it?"

    Neville licked his lips. "No. It just reminded me of all the things I didn't know
    and I couldn't learn in time to defeat Voldemort. And then I didn't do well at
    Potions, and that made me feel horrible." He suddenly thought of a question
    he'd always wanted the answer to. "Why did you let Snape teach me Potions?
    He was a horrible teacher!"

    Dumbledore sighed again. "Because I tried to give him too many chances. I thought
    he could be a good, effective professor if he wanted to. But in giving him
    that chance, I didn't spare many students. Not only you."

    Neville was quiet for a minute. Then he nodded. Oddly, it made him feel better to
    realize that Dumbledore recognized Snape had had other victims. It meant Dumbledore
    was sorry for other people, not just him.

    I don't want to be singled out as the Boy-Who-Lived. Ever again. I'll be happy
    to give all the credit for defeating Voldemort to Harry, if he'll take it.

    He cleared his throat, drawing Dumbledore's gently sad gaze back to him, and
    asked, "What happens now?"

    "This is an in-between state," Dumbledore said, gesturing around the entrance
    hall. "You can walk through the mist, and find yourself on the other side. Your
    parents are waiting for you there."

    Neville's breath caught, and his eyes filled with tears. He wanted to
    know his parents. He only had the memory of his mother screaming as Voldemort killed
    her. And he had Gran's stories, but they were almost all about feats of magic his
    father had done and how weak Neville was in comparison to Frank. Neville knew almost
    nothing about his mum.

    "Or you can turn around and go back to the world. Back to where the Horcrux will
    be gone from you, but Voldemort isn't defeated yet." Dumbledore smiled a little.
    "There is also a third choice. You might walk through the mist and let whatever comes
    to you, come. Even I don't know everything that's out there. You could find
    a different future, or another dimension."

    "Even a dimension where my parents are still alive?" Neville blurted.

    "Indeed. Though you might have to search for a long time before you find it, and
    it won't come to you for the asking."

    Neville bit his lip and thought about it. Honestly, he'd never thought something
    like this would happen even if he did manage to survive Harry killing the
    Horcrux. Coming back had seemed like the best thing he could hope for.

    From the way Dumbledore peered at him, distant and kind, Neville knew he would
    probably get truth, and more apologies if he wanted them, but no help in
    deciding.

    Neville looked around the entrance hall again, his gaze lingering on the lions
    prancing among the roses. He could leave, but what about Gran? He wanted to see her
    again. Maybe it was partly to tell her how wrong she had been, but he wanted to see
    her.

    And what about Dapple? The kitten might literally die without him. He was made of
    the Wild, and loyal only to Neville. Neville had never pretended to understand how
    that worked, but he knew Harry couldn't sustain Dapple the way he could his other
    beasts.

    And there were Ron and Hermione, who were good friends even if they couldn't
    understand everything about Neville, and there was Harry. Harry wouldn't break or
    falter if Neville didn't come back, but his eyes would turn darker.

    Neville could imagine what would happen to other people, if not Harry, should his
    eyes get even darker.

    "I'm going back," he said.

    "I thought you might choose that, my boy," Dumbledore said, and stood, holding a
    hand out. "Once again, I am sorry for the mess I made of your life. I hoped you would
    continue on so that you could enjoy living in a way I never permitted you to."

    Neville took his hand and shook it, wondering all the while if this was the real
    Dumbledore, or something created out of his imagination and yearning for someone to
    apologize to him for his training. But even if it was, he was more at peace now.

    And he no longer had the Horcrux riding him.

    Without a glance back at Dumbledore or the severed head under the chair or the
    drifting white mist in the entrance hall of Longbottom Manor, Neville turned his
    back, and walked towards the soft beckoning sound of life.

    

    Harry felt a crushing weight removed from his lungs as Neville stirred and lifted
    a hand to touch his forehead. The scar was still there; Harry had thought it might
    vanish. But now, when he concentrated on the plucked harpstring noise of a Horcrux,
    he heard nothing. It was truly gone from Neville's head.

    "That was so strange."

    "Do you want to tell me about it?" Harry held out his hand and helped Neville off
    the grass, making sure that he had his claws sheathed.

    Neville gave him a half-smile. "Dumbledore was there, and he told me I could die
    and find my parents if I wanted. And he said he was sorry. Harry, you're squeezing my
    fingers."

    "Sorry." Harry removed his hand. He disliked the thought that Dumbledore would
    haunt Neville even in death, but Neville didn't seem distressed about it, so perhaps
    Harry could drop the distress as well. "You lay there as if you were dead. But you
    started breathing again a few seconds before you opened your eyes."

    "And I sincerely hope those dramatics are done with, Mr. Longbottom,"
    said Minerva in an acid tone that she belied as she reached out and put a hand on
    Neville's arm. Harry shook his head a little. He wondered why she said things like
    that when anyone who concentrated could pick out her true emotions.

    "I think they are, Professor."

    Neville still looked at peace. Harry studied him closely for a moment, then nodded
    and drew the cup Horcrux out of his pocket. When he put it on the ground, Neville
    flinched and backed away from it.

    "It feels—greasy," he muttered, when Harry glanced at him. "Did you do something
    to it? None of the other Horcruxes felt like that to me, not even the one in
    Nagini."

    "You could say I did," Harry said, and then raised his wand. Now he knew what he
    had to do, and he created the wards to confine the Fiendfyre easily. Then he spoke
    the incantation.

    The flames that rippled forth from his wand grabbed the cup and spun it around.
    Harry thought he heard a voice shouting in the distance. He simply stood and watched
    as the fire did what it was supposed to do, stalking the cup and batting it playfully
    around between the talons and paws and fangs of the beasts it formed.

    Then it pounced.

    There was a shimmer as something dark tried to emerge from the cup, but
    Harry strengthened the Fiendfyre by a miniature application of his will, and the dark
    shrank back into the cup. In the end, when a particularly vicious-looking leopard
    picked up the cup and crunched into it, there was nowhere it could hide. Harry
    watched a creature that looked like an eel impaled and squirming on the leopard's
    teeth before it faded.

    Then the fire turned and stalked away from the twisted, smoking cup towards the
    barrier.

    Harry heard Minerva gasp behind him, and Neville swallow nervously. But he had
    honestly studied, and a simple motion of his wand was enough to make the
    barriers close in around the Fiendfyre the way the flames had closed around the
    cup.

    The animals squirmed and squalled and spat at him, and they climbed the wards. It
    didn't matter. Harry flicked his wand again, and the transparent walls surged in
    around them and then spiraled together with a soundless explosion.

    The flames died. Harry nodded and waited a moment to make sure the grass was truly
    clear before he floated the cup into the air.

    "What are you going to do with the Death Eaters?" Neville asked, stepping forwards
    to peer over his shoulder at the people lying on the far side of the meadow.

    "Send them back to Lord Dudders with a compulsion placed on them to stay close to
    him." Harry smiled a little. "It'll probably need to be a compulsion, after
    what he did to himself when Regulus battled him. I think this body is different than
    the one he had when you defeated him, Nev. He should have collapsed into a wraith,
    but it seems to be more resilient. That doesn't keep him from being ugly,
    though."

    "And you told me his open wounds are part of your plan?"

    Harry nodded to Minerva. "It'll hurt more," he said, and then he moved forwards
    and knelt by the first Death Eater, casting the spell that would lay a compulsion on
    his body. Since it wasn't on the mind, Lord Dudders couldn't find it by using
    Legilimency.

    Minerva and Neville both remained silent as they watched him work. Harry was
    grateful that they didn't bring up this being Dark magic. Of course it was, but he
    was hardly going to hold back on Dark magic so late in his plan.

    When he sat back, he felt drained. Many powerful Dark spells in a row, including
    an Unforgivable, had shaken him more than he realized. But soon he would have his
    parents back, and he would never cast Dark magic if they didn't like it.

    He stood, and glanced at Minerva. "How long do you think you'll need to Apparate
    us away from here? I want to cast a spell that will wake them up, but put a timer on
    it so that it'll go off only when we're safely away."

    "I can Apparate you at once, of course," Minerva snapped, her eyes having a gleam
    in them as if she had spotted a mouse. "You can cast it, and then I'll Apparate you."
    She reached out and took his wrist in one hand and Neville's in the other.

    Harry nodded, having expected that. But he would have felt stupid if he hadn't
    asked. He raised his wand, and the spell that made a red flash light up the night
    sky, as well as an invisible hand shake the shoulder of each Death Eater, flowed from
    his wand.

    Then he really did stagger and almost fall as Minerva Apparated them away. But he
    had time to see their eyes open.

    He hadn't left them their wands. They would have to find their own way back to
    Lord Dudders.

    But he had no doubt they would do it. And that meant his final plan could begin as
    soon as he had rested enough.

    The Horcruxes are dead. Harry closed his eyes and let a smile play around
    his mouth as they vanished into the night of Apparition. Now, so is he.

  


  
    62. Caocethes
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    Chapter Sixty-Two—Cacoethes


    Harry felt as though fireworks were going off in his brain as he stepped back and
    studied the scattering of stones on the table. They were all jewels that he had pried
    from the non-magical jewelry Regulus had left him. He hadn't wanted to touch the
    magical ones since they might have defensive spells on them.

    But not even Regulus, he thought, could get upset about Harry using jewels for a
    purpose other than to decorate bracelets and necklaces.

    Harry closed his eyes. The images from the books he had read yesterday—more
    refreshers than completely new information—flowed across his mind. He opened his eyes
    and stared at the topazes, garnets, rubies, onyxes, and tiger's-eye stones on the
    table.

    "Commuto gemmas tigrida!"

    The air around him rippled. The Wild poured from Harry's eyes and arms and skin.
    It flowed, heavy but invisible as wind, around the table, and then dived down. The
    gems sparked and soared into position.

    Rubies for the tapetum lucidum, the tapestry of light behind the eye that
    would reflect the light and make them good at seeing in the dark. Topazes for the
    base of the coat, with layers of garnets over the top of them. Onyxes hovering
    crushed and transformed and remade on top of them, for the stripes.

    Tiger's-eye for everything else, including the outer eye.

    The two great tigers Harry had made leaped off the table in the minute before
    their weight would have overloaded it and made it crumble to the floor. They paced
    slowly towards Harry, staring at him. Their eyes were glittering, savage gold. One of
    them reached out and put a paw on his shoulder.

    Harry stood looking back at them. After a few minutes, when he was sure that they
    wouldn't rebel or run away, he smiled.

    One of the tigers made a chuffing noise and sat down, lowering her head to rub her
    chin against the top of his head. The one with the paw on his arm, who was male,
    lowered his paw and began a thorough, sniffing inspection of the room, soft
    tiger's-eye whiskers trembling.

    But both of them looked at Harry when he spoke.

    "I made you because the books say that tigers eat more humans than any other great
    cat," he told them. "And you don't have the weaknesses of most tigers. You won't be
    afraid of daylight, or startled by novelty to the point that you have to hide for a
    long time before you can approach it. And your claws are longer than normal." He
    crouched down and picked up the paw of the tigress, squeezing it. He barely avoided
    the talons that popped out.

    The tigress looked at him in something like approval.

    "Your name is Formido," Harry told her. "An object of dread, of terror. And
    you're—"

    He considered the male tiger for a minute. He had thought of calling him Regulus,
    but Regulus had been his own person, and he had been sarcastic and fierce in entirely
    different ways. So Harry chose a different name as he stared into the tiger's
    inquiring golden eyes.

    "Immolator," Harry said softly, at last. "The sacrificer, who makes the sacrifice
    worth the cost."

    Immolator brushed his side against Harry as he stalked up to the door and used his
    mouth to manipulate the latch. Harry smiled slightly and went after, Formido pacing
    behind him. He supposed that he ought to be with his tigers when the others first saw
    him, so there would be less yelling and fainting.

    And he wanted the chance, too, to say good-bye.

    

    "If I don't come back, Neville, then you should know I've made you the Heir to the
    House of Black."

    Neville stared at Harry. He hadn't been able to stop staring at Harry
    since he came downstairs surrounded by tigers. Harry, being himself, acted as if this
    was totally normal, and only smiled at Neville, ate breakfast, and then made this
    particular announcement while one of the tigers circled the table slowly and the
    other stalked Yar, who pretended not to notice.

    "Wh-why would you do that?"

    "Because I wanted to."

    "No, I mean—you told me that you were going to come back alive from this. You
    told me." Neville narrowed his eyes and struggled to keep his reaction under
    control. He wasn't going to show less courage than Harry, who was actually going
    into battle to defeat the enemy that had always been Neville's.

    Harry stared at him with his eyebrows creeping up his face, which only made him
    feel more stupid. Then he smiled. "Well, just in case. The way Regulus thought he
    might survive, and thought he might die." His face turned blank in an instant. "And
    he died."

    "Right," Neville whispered. He swallowed. "I—Harry, I don't even know how I can
    thank you for all you've done for me."

    "Live," Harry said simply. "You've done more than anyone else in this war. You've
    done things I couldn't have done. I couldn't have faced the Killing Curse coming at
    me and not done something to counter it," he added, when Neville blinked at him.
    "That's a different kind of courage than mine."

    "I suppose it is." Sometimes Neville had wondered if his Sorting into Gryffindor
    had been a mistake, since he wasn't courageous in the way that Gran had always said
    his Dad was. But if there were different kinds, then that only made sense.

    Harry gave him what was probably the sweetest smile Neville had ever seen from
    him, and stood up. "Minerva is going to have to Apparate me and all the other animals
    coming with me to the place I'm going to meet Lord Dudders."

    "You know where he is?"

    Harry shook his head. "I have the Dark Marks from the Lestranges still. There's
    enough Wild left in Rabastan's to lead me to other Death Eaters who have the Marks.
    And I doubt they're going to be very far from Lord Dudders. He probably thinks he can
    protect himself by having them around him." He chuckled softly.

    Neville swallowed and nodded. "I—I think I'll still be here. So this is
    farewell."

    "For a few hours."

    Neville nodded again, then reached out and gave Harry an awkward hug. It was
    always hard to be sure what Harry would permit and what he wouldn't. "Thank you for
    giving me my life," he did mumble.

    "You're welcome."

    And Harry was away, striding out of Grimmauld Place's kitchen as though someone
    had blown a trumpet summoning him to war. Neville sat down in his chair and stared at
    his breakfast plate. Nothing really happened to break his trance until Dapple hopped
    up into his lap and began to purr.

    Neville lowered his head and wished he knew some way, any way, of sending his
    thoughts with Harry to keep him safe.

    

    Minerva stared at the tigers Harry had made. They were flawless, as far as she
    could tell, although with that same different feeling of the Wild about them
    as always, separating them from tigers she would have Transfigured from objects.

    "You're going to have them eat the Death Eaters?"

    "Fight them." Harry pulled a dark piece of flesh out of his pocket, shifting the
    eagle on his shoulder to do so, and Minerva swallowed. Harry smiled at her. "Can you
    Apparate them? You might have to make two trips, but that's not going to make a
    difference once we've followed the pull from the Dark Mark once."

    "I can do that," Minerva said softly, and tightened her hands around Harry's wrist
    and the ruff of one tiger as it turned its back and presented the neck to her. "Just
    tell the other one not to attack me when I come back for it."

    "Don't do that, Formido." Harry's voice was lazy. He shifted a cage under his arm
    Minerva hadn't noticed before, and an agitated hiss came out of it. Minerva tried to
    step away as much as possible without letting go of Harry or his tiger.

    "It's just Nagini, don't worry," Harry said. "I've Transfigured her fangs so that
    she can't poison anyone now. I've never seen anything like her venom, and it would be
    annoying to have to figure it out after she bit someone."

    Annoying. Minerva, firmly, told herself not to laugh, and nodded. "Hold
    on, Harry," she said. "And tell me the Apparition coordinates."

    She didn't know what Harry was listening to or looking at as he ran his fingers
    over the black, severed flesh that had once been part of a snake and a skull, but she
    had no doubt it made sense to him. "It's a large house with a broken fountain in
    front of it," Harry murmured, eyes closed. "The fountain has a shattered serpent with
    a missing head. Everything in sight is made of granite and basalt. There's a patch of
    white flowers I don't recognize, as tall as the house, on the right side of the
    fountain…."

    "That will be enough," Minerva interrupted, feeling the strong current of her
    magic connect with the image building up inside her mind. She took a deep breath,
    clenched one hand on skin and bone and the other on fur, and then jumped through the
    darkness.

    They came out beside the fountain to—no alarms sounding or wards tingling. Minerva
    opened her eyes and blinked around. "I rather assumed You-Know-Who would guard his
    property with Apparition wards," she remarked.

    "The Dark Mark got us through the wards. It's keyed to them." Harry turned and
    thrust the piece of flesh at her. "Here, you'd better take this so you can go back
    and get Formido."

    Her hand jerked for a moment, and then Minerva mastered herself and took the piece
    of meat. That was, in the end, all it was, she told herself, as she Apparated back to
    the grounds of Grimmauld Place and extended her hand to the tiger waiting. This one
    presented no more problems than the other had, and Minerva was back at Harry's side
    in seconds.

    Harry was already peering at the seemingly deserted manor house behind them, his
    face caught in a slight, amused smile. Minerva swallowed down fear and bile and
    everything else, and said, her voice as soft as she could make it, "I'll be waiting
    here. Outside, by the fountain. Under a Disillusionment Charm."

    Harry turned and stared at her, eyes flaring. "No. Go back home. Come for me in a
    half-hour. If I'm not done by then and waiting for you, I'll never be done."

    "Harry—"

    "What I'm about to unleash here will consume every animal living except me and the
    creatures I've made of the Wild," Harry told her quietly. "Please go away, Minerva. I
    don't want you hurt."

    Minerva exhaled once, eyes on him, then hugged him hard and Apparated before she
    could lose her resolve, carrying the piece of Lestrange's Dark Mark with her. She
    waited until she was inside the house to weep.

    

    Harry walked through the illusion of darkness and silence that surrounded the
    manor, shaking his head. Stupid of Lord Dudders to have forgotten that Harry relied
    on his senses more than most other wizards, and there was no disguising the
    smell of so many human bodies packed in one place.

    Not to mention their footprints in the dirt beside the fountain.

    He made his way through endless looping corridors; the manor had probably belonged
    to some paranoid pureblood. Harry released mice from his pockets, and then spiders
    and ants and rats. They blended into the darkness. They would scout and spy, and
    Harry would have no need of them as guards or warriors except if his master plan
    failed.

    And in that case, he would die anyway.

    But he knew it would not fail.

    He stepped into the grand room where the Death Eaters were massed, before a
    throne-like chair. Harry wanted to shake his head and laugh as he made his way
    forwards. Except for being made of stone, this room was a lot like the one where he
    and Regulus had confronted Lord Dudders over the cup Horcrux. Didn't he
    learn?

    The Death Eaters began to shift the moment they saw him, although a few of them
    paused when he scattered mice from his pocket. Harry smiled at them and glanced at
    the throne.

    On it slumped what had once been Lord Dudders. He still bore the holes from the
    flames Regulus had inflicted on him, Harry was glad to see. Holes were chewed in his
    flesh on his skull, on his sides, and almost all the way through one arm. He was a
    monster with muscles and tongue and gums and bone gaping through the gaps.

    Harry began to walk towards him. Formido and Immolator lurked behind him in the
    corridor, not yet showing themselves to the Death Eaters.

    "Why have you come here?" Lord Dudders's voice rasped and rang off the stones.
    "You know that my followers will kill you."

    "I came to kill you," Harry answered. "To make you suffer before you died. For
    Regulus. For Terry. For Neville. For his parents, and mine, and all the other people
    you've killed or ordered murdered and tortured over the years."

    Some of the Death Eaters laughed, yawping giggles that sounded frankly more insane
    than Lord Dudders. Harry didn't move now, but kept his eyes on the creature on the
    throne. He wondered why they were doing that. He hadn't meant to give some grand
    speech. He was just answering the question.

    "I might die," said Lord Dudders, although even now, the solidity of his words
    told Harry that he didn't believe it. "But my followers will murder you."

    Harry twitched his fingers behind his back. Immolator and Formido leaped into the
    room, with the great, coughing roar that distracted everyone and made a few people
    drop their wands. Formido soared from near the doorway to bear one of the taller,
    blond Death Eaters to the floor and suffocate him with an easy bite to the throat

    "Two tigers only? You imagine they will suffice?" Lord Dudders asked, his teeth
    clattering together.

    Harry smiled and let his will surge. "Now."

    And the swift flesh-eating bacteria that he had implanted in the altered Dark
    Marks of the returned Death Eaters sprang out and began to consume them and every
    scrap of living flesh that stood anywhere near them and wasn't him or created of the
    Wild.

    The smallest living things, Harry thought with a smile, and moved
    forwards, ignoring the way that dark purplish blooms of necrosis worked their way
    through Macnair and Yaxley's bodies, and were spreading through severed, spinning
    bits of cast-off skin to the men and women beside them. Formido and Immolator guarded
    the door, disabling any Death Eaters who tried to escape the spread of the
    disease.

    He moved to stand in front of Lord Dudders and looked up at him. There was enough
    left of his eyes to show fear.

    "I will return. No matter what happens to this body, I will return."

    "With all your Horcruxes dead?" Harry asked softly, and heaved the cage containing
    Nagini, which had been floating down at his side, almost out of sight, into the air.
    The bacteria had her by now. "Did you ever think about what would happen when someone
    hit her with a Killing Curse? And Neville? And touched the cup and the diadem and the
    ring and the locket with Fiendfyre, and the diary with basilisk venom?"

    Lord Dudders clattered to his feet, one hand reaching for the wand that he had
    borrowed last time.

    "Cacoethes," Harry said softly, the only word of the incantation he
    needed to speak aloud now, when he had spent so much time casting it into the Dark
    Marks of the Death Eaters the other evening.

    The disease sprouted in the wounds that Regulus's fire had left behind. Harry had
    made this one slower, though. The bacteria ate with less vehemence, but the holes in
    Lord Dudders's face and arms were already turning purple and green and all sorts of
    other lovely colors.

    Lord Dudders was screaming soundlessly. The bacteria would have eaten what
    remained of his tongue and vocal cords by now, Harry thought—although, come to think
    of it, the bastard had probably been using magic to speak. Harry stood there,
    watching the carnage, savoring in it.

    Then something approached from the side, and drew his attention away from Lord
    Dudders. There should have been no Death Eater still capable of moving under their
    own power and getting past Formido and Immolator.

    In a second, he understood what had happened. Both the disease and his tigers had
    been told to attack living beings, and the thing in front of him was neither. It was
    all that was left of Terry's body—partially skeletonized along the arms—and it was
    reaching for him, and there was something behind the glassy eyes that looked terribly
    like a spark of awareness.

    Harry stared calmly into the Inferius's eyes, and swung his wand. The Blasting
    Curse destroyed the body and the boy and the petty vengeance that Lord Dudders had
    thought to inflict on him all at once.

    He turned back to Lord Dudders and shook his head. "Are you still sane enough to
    realize that didn't work?" he asked.

    Lord Dudders was by now a shuddering mass of writhing color. Harry paused for a
    second, then shook his head regretfully. No, he must be too far gone to be able to
    really see or hear anything.

    Formido stalked towards him, streaked with blood. Harry patted her head. "I
    suppose that you haven't had much time to eat, and you wouldn't want to eat
    that, anyway," he said, nodding at the nearest puddle of mostly-bony
    corpse.

    Formido looked over her shoulder and growled in response.

    "No, don't worry. We'll find you something to eat before—"

    "Potter."

    Harry whirled around, landing in a defensive crouch. It seemed that he'd been
    wrong, after all, about Lord Dudders being completely dead or gone. A wraith was
    rising out of that dissolving body, struggling, still half-trapped in the devoured
    skull, but present.

    "I will destroy you, Potter."

    Harry raised his arm. A soft shadow moved across the ceiling, and ducked down
    towards Lord Dudders, who was still caught. Harry stood watching. This would be
    enough, he thought. He could feel it as surely as he could see that stooping
    shadow.

    Yar came down with a flare of her wings and a thrust of her talons, straight
    through Lord Dudders's eyes, into that rotting skull, into that porous brain. The
    next instant, Yar shook her claws and ripped the skull free of the neck with a sound
    like mucus tearing, and flew on, soaring straight towards the window she had come in
    through.

    It was quick enough that Harry would have missed it if he hadn't known his eagle
    was going to strike. He smiled. Yes, the spark behind his eyes, the spirit, had gone
    out just like the spark behind Terry's had.

    He turned and studied the room, the bodies that looked like nothing so much as
    bones with puddles around them anymore, the roaming mice, the stalking tigers. He
    didn't see the Malfoys dead on the floor, and he supposed they had been smart enough
    to stay away from Lord Dudders after all, once they escaped.

    That didn't mean they would escape entirely, of course. The mice he had
    sent running to Malfoy Manor would reach them eventually, and keep an eye on them. If
    they ever made a move against Harry or his people again, then Harry would know in an
    instant.

    Harry leaned slowly back against the throne, and sighed a little. The one problem
    with the method of elimination he had chosen was that it didn't leave much proof Lord
    Dudders was dead. He could use a Pensieve memory if he had to, but he knew the
    Ministry would probably want something more tangible if they came knocking on his
    door.

    Tangible…

    Harry snapped his fingers and went out to chase Yar away from her prize.

    

    Minerva stood beside the fountain when exactly half an hour had passed from the
    time she'd left. She had wanted, badly, to come back before that, but she knew Harry
    hadn't been joking when he talked about the forces that would devour any living
    creature who wasn't part of his Wild. She clenched her fingers when nothing happened
    at first.

    Then Harry jogged towards her, clutching a cage with two things inside it. One of
    them appeared to be a skeleton of the snake he had brought with him earlier,
    You-Know-Who's snake. Minerva blinked, puzzled as to why he wanted it.

    She concentrated on the other, and nearly gagged.

    "Ugly-looking, isn't it?" Harry agreed, turning the cage around so that she could
    properly "admire" the skull. Minerva had to swallow very hard. The skull was bare of
    any flesh, just like the skeleton of the snake, but it had gaping holes in the cheeks
    that must have been present at the time of death. And large cracks above the eyes
    that…

    "It looks like your eagle killed him."

    "Yes, she's never got to use that precise strike before," Harry agreed, his voice
    calm and normal. He held up his arm, and the eagle landed on his shoulder that must
    be padded beneath his robes with leather Minerva hadn't noticed. "He was already
    mostly dead. But I thought I could let her finish the job for me."

    Minerva looked into the bird's staring golden eyes, and remembered that Harry's
    soul was essentially that of a raptor. She swallowed. "Would you like me to Apparate
    you and one of the tigers back first?"

    Harry smiled a little and shook his head. "No, Formido and Immolator are going to
    stay here for a little while. Just in case there were any Death Eaters we missed in
    the—rubbish removal who might stop by later." He smoothed his hand down the jaw of
    the tigress and moved towards Minerva. "They'll make their way back to Grimmauld
    Place overland."

    "You don't think they'll be in danger from Muggles?"

    "They're tigers with human intelligence guiding them. I'm a little more worried
    for the Muggles than for them."

    Minerva had, in the end, to nod and reach out. And then the reaching turned into a
    hug before she could stop herself, and a fierce, hard hold that, for once, Harry
    didn't object but nuzzled into.

    "He's dead," Harry said, when some minutes had passed.

    Minerva cleared her throat and stepped away. "He is. Let's go home."
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    Chapter Sixty-Three—Untwisting the Wild

    "But—you were the one who defeated Voldemort. You're the one who
    should be receiving all this."

    Harry stood in the door of the dining room, regarding the pile of overflowing
    letters on the table. Neville was almost buried in them, as well as the larger boxes
    that contained gifts of clothes, food, books, priceless artifacts, invitations to the
    Ministry and every shop opening in existence, and anything else people could think of
    to honor the Boy-Who-Lived. "Because you have so much joy of it."

    "I didn't mean it that way." Neville pushed away a box of Chocolate Frogs
    that kept trying to climb his face. "It's just that I feel like a fraud."

    "You did the bravest thing. You stood there in front of a Killing Curse and let me
    aim it at you."

    "That's not what I mean either."

    Harry snorted and padded over to the counter of the kitchen to fix himself some
    tea, Cross padding behind him. Spellmaker had remained in the cellar keeping watch
    over the Lestranges. Since she had been Bellatrix's wand, she still made the best
    choice to anticipate the witch's movements if she broke free. "Well, I don't want the
    credit. You're the Boy-Who-Lived, and they bought that ridiculous story about your
    mother's love burning Lord Dudders and Nagini to death. You earned it. Enjoy."

    "But—you should get the credit. I can't believe you don't want the credit."
    Neville managed to Levitate an enormous stack of invitations out of the way just
    before they would have cascaded on his head.

    Harry turned around to stare at him. "Neville, the 'credit' isn't my friends and
    it isn't my animals and it isn't my parents and it isn't my revenge. Why would I
    care about it?"

    Neville went quiet for a second, studying him. Then he said, "You really mean
    that."

    "Of course I do." Harry tossed a bit of ham down to Cross, who was mewing and
    rubbing against his legs. "I know Minerva was disappointed, but she understands why
    it has to be you. And why you'll handle this with a lot more grace than I would."

    "Um—I will?"

    "You have Ron and Hermione on your side." Harry sipped his tea. Neville's friends
    hadn't been pleased at being left out of proceedings, but on the other hand, they
    were brilliant at explaining how they'd always believed in their friend, and Hermione
    handled the correspondence well most of the time. This must be the latest bunch she
    hadn't got around to yet. "And you're naturally modest and calm when they ask you for
    interviews. Meanwhile, imagine what would happen if they knew what I'd done, and they
    came and asked me for an interview when I wanted to be left alone."

    Neville's wince said he could imagine the torn faces of the reporters all too
    well. "Well, all right." He hesitated, then added, "Gran told me that she doesn't
    understand why I don't come home."

    "To Longbottom Manor, she means?"

    "Yeah."

    Harry nodded as he bit into a biscuit. "And did you tell her that it was her own
    damn fault?"

    "Harry. I am not going to say something like that to my grandmother."

    "But it is her fault that you won't go back there. Because she wants you to do all
    sorts of interviews and meetings and balls and galas and dinners that you don't want
    to do."

    Neville stared at his hands. "Yeah." As Harry watched, Dapple came hurrying into
    the kitchen, probably alerted by Neville's distress, and leaped up to stand on his
    shoulder, purring and butting Neville's chin with his head. Neville smiled a little
    as he began to stroke him.

    "Then tell her as much as you feel comfortable saying in a letter," Harry said,
    and shrugged. He couldn't imagine having a grandmother like Neville's, mostly because
    he would have handled her before she got to that stage. "And go home when you feel
    like it. I don't want you to feel trapped here, either."

    Neville studied him intently for a minute. "Where are you going to
    go?"

    "Why would I go anywhere?" Harry asked, a little baffled. "I inherited the house.
    And I need to stay here until my parents are healed and can take care of
    themselves again. That's going to take a long, long time."

    "I know! I just mean…what about your OWLS? And things like that?"

    "I believe I've listed what I cared about. Were the OWLS on there? No."

    "But—you can't stay here and take care of your parents all your life. Or try to
    heal them."

    "It's still going to take me a long time." Harry smiled a little at Neville, and
    wondered distantly if Neville appreciated how much more human Harry was for him than
    anyone else. Maybe he did. The earnest expression on his face said so. "And, Neville,
    I'm not normal. I'm not human. Maybe someday I'll find something I
    care as much about as the other things. But for right now, I can't think of it. And
    I'm never going to go out and become a Healer, or an Enchanter, or any of the other
    things that someone with a skill in Transfiguration might do. I don't care enough
    about other people."

    Neville sighed and sat slowly back. "Okay. Okay, Harry. And I suppose it's true
    that you don't need to worry about that kind of thing any time soon, since
    Regulus left you all the Black money."

    Harry nodded. "And Hogwarts is in disarray. They want Minerva to come back, but
    they don't understand what really happened, and they haven't liked what she's told
    them. So maybe she'll go back to being a professor there, and maybe she won't. You
    know. Just in case you don't like to leave me without 'adult supervision.'"

    Neville flushed. "It was Hermione who said that, not me."

    "But you were thinking it."

    "I know, I know." Neville sighed in dismay as another three owls soared
    through the window, one of them holding something that looked like a diadem. "Harry?
    Can you at least help me with this post?"

    "Sorry, Boy-Who-Lived," Harry said, and ghosted back into the cellars. He was
    working on a particularly tricky aspect of the ritual he wanted to use to heal his
    parents, and he was afraid it might cost him Spellmaker. He didn't want to
    give her up, but on the other hand, she was a part of Bellatrix's magic and had been
    for years.

    He would need to get rid of all the Lestranges' magic if he wanted to heal his
    parents.

    "Who would send me this?"

    Another advantage to not being the hero, Harry thought, and shut the door
    behind him, and settled into the dark ritual circle waiting for him with a rush and
    relaxation of breath.

    

    I suppose it is typical of me, Minerva thought, as she cast a few spells
    to make sure that Harry wasn't in the middle of something it would be deadly to
    interrupt, that I can't go a few days after You-Know-Who's death before finding
    something new to worry about.

    But, for whatever reason, she was worrying about it. And she had only a
    limited amount of time to speak to Harry.

    When she descended the steps into the cellars, she found herself blinking. Her
    most prominent memory of the area before was when she had helped Harry cut the Dark
    Marks from the arms of the Death Eaters and prepare them for the disease that had
    taken their lives. Now it seemed incredibly bright in comparison. Torches flared on
    the walls, glittering with white fire that Minerva strongly suspected was the result
    of a specific spell. Harry sat in the middle of a circle that he might have put there
    or which might be a traditional Black circle for all Minerva knew, his eyes closed.
    The circle was made of irregular dark rocks set into the stone floor of the cellar.
    Minerva moved slowly closer, and waited for Harry to notice her.

    It took a long time. He sat there with his eyes closed and a cat perched on either
    knee, his hands moving slowly back and forth. Now and then Minerva caught a glimpse
    of his claws. All around him breathed the heavy, pulsing Wild, but unlike when he had
    created the disease to fill the Death Eaters with, it didn't seem to have much
    direction.

    Harry finally made a violent, spinning motion with one hand, so hard that Minerva
    winced in anticipation of delicate wrist bones breaking. But nothing happened except
    that some of the Wild hanging in the air dissipated, and Harry opened his eyes with a
    sigh and a shake of his head.

    "I'm afraid there's nothing for it," he said. Minerva thought for a second he was
    talking to her, and was impressed that he'd been able to sense her through his
    concentration. But then she saw the hand he ran down the grey cat's spine, and how he
    leaned over to stare into her eyes. "I'm sorry. I'm going to miss you."

    The cat—Spellmaker—leaned towards Harry and nuzzled him gently. Then she turned
    her head. Harry followed her gaze, and blinked at Minerva. "Yes?"

    "Can I sit down?" Minerva saw no chairs in the cellar, but Harry nodded and didn't
    object to her Transfiguring a bit of dust into one. Minerva smoothed her robes around
    her and looked at Harry. "I'll get straight to the point. Have you thought about the
    consequences of waking your parents?"

    "I know they'll be weak for a long time," Harry said calmly. "They've spent years
    in bed. They'll have to be retrained how to walk and care for themselves. And I don't
    know if all their memories will be intact, which would include memories of skills and
    language. They might have difficulty speaking as well."

    Minerva blinked a little. That—hadn't been what she meant at all, but it was an
    interesting consideration. "And you're prepared to take care of them? Sacrifice years
    of your own life to this?"

    Harry only stared at her as if he didn't understand. But when he spoke, it became
    obvious he thought she didn't. "How many years of their lives have
    they given up? And what purpose do I have but this?"

    That brought her closer to what she'd come here to talk about. Minerva clenched
    her fists and said, "They may not be the people you remember."

    "I don't remember them at all."

    "I mean—they may not be the people you hope they would be. Good parents to you.
    Understanding." Minerva licked her lips. "Of course I cannot say what they would be
    like now, but the James and Lily I knew would have hated most of what you've done.
    Modifying your body. Creating disease. Killing without remorse. They would—they would
    certainly hate you for killing Dumbledore."

    "I know that."

    Minerva paused again. "You do?"

    "Of course. I don't have memories of them, but I've heard people talk about my
    parents, and I did read some of the old newspapers where they're mentioned." Harry
    faced the front of the circle of irregular stones again, and spent a moment stroking
    Spellmaker. Cross had leaped down and wandered away, probably in search of food, if
    Minerva could read a cat's body language. "And plenty of people I do know
    are uneasy about me."

    "Then—what will happen if you're enraged and disappointed at them when they wake
    up?"

    Harry gave her a faint smile. "I don't think, now that Lord Dudders is dead, that
    I'll get enraged at anyone again. Unless someone tries to kill the ones I care for,
    of course."

    "That is not what I meant, Harry!"

    "I know." Unexpectedly, Harry spun around to face her, without moving his hand or
    his knee from Spellmaker. The cat had her eyes closed, purring as if it needed
    concentration. "But I don't know anything about them until I wake them. They could be
    wonderful. They could be terrified of me. They could want nothing to do with me. They
    could be incredibly awkward." Harry shrugged. "But leaving them lying in bed isn't an
    option for me, either, now that I know how to heal them."

    "You do?"

    "Yes, of course." Harry stood up and walked towards the stairs from the cellars.
    "Here, let me show you."

    After a second, Minerva followed. She wondered if there was a better way to convey
    her concerns to Harry, but honestly, she couldn't think of it.

    

    Harry glanced back at Minerva and smiled a little as they halted next to his
    parents' beds. Honestly, she was worried for him. He appreciated the worry. But he
    was not going to turn back, any more than her worry had turned him back when he was
    preparing to kill Lord Dudders. This was the way things were, the way they would
    remain.

    "Look here," he said, and flicked his wand to cast a spell he had learned in one
    of the Black library's books. It made the Wild visible. Harry had never needed it on
    his own because he could sense that well enough, but he had thought it would work
    better for Minerva and Neville than just taking his word.

    The strands of gleaming blue and black and gold and red and purple—so many colors,
    Harry didn't know how to categorize them all—exploded into being around his parents'
    heads. Harry looked at them calmly. He didn't know if their presence around Lily and
    James's skulls was on purpose, because the Lestranges had concentrated their torture
    there, or if it had simply accumulated in that one place.

    Considering what he was going to do to the Lestranges, he supposed it hardly
    mattered. The most complete revenge he could imagine would be taken either way.

    "What is that?"

    Harry glanced sideways at Minerva. She was gaping at his parents. "The Wild."

    "But—there is no spell to reveal it. It wouldn't be such a matter of
    controversy if everyone knew it really existed." Minerva almost hissed the words, as
    if she was partially transformed, staring.

    "I don't think the spell is widely-known." Harry thought about the book he'd found
    the spell in in the Black library, and then added, "Or maybe widely-used. It said
    that there could be terrible consequences if you cast it."

    "Harry."

    "Only for someone who wasn't used to working with the Wild, though," Harry assured
    her calmly. "Someone who wasn't used to taking it into their own body. I can't
    imagine someone who would be safer than I am."

    Minerva gave him a suspicious look, and then looked down on James and Lily's
    bodies with a twitching hand. "What does the spell tell you about the Wild that's
    wound around them?"

    Harry cast another spell, and the purple and black strands leaped up and began to
    shine even harder. "See those? That's the imprint of the Lestranges' Wild on them. I
    don't know if it would work with a lesser spell, but this is an Unforgivable, and a
    spell that caused permanent damage, and the Lestranges were full of hatred. So the
    Wild is still there."

    Minerva walked around the beds and looked down, then looked away. Harry watched
    her patiently. He knew it probably hurt her to look at his parents, in a way it
    didn't hurt him. He didn't have those memories of what they used to be.

    Minerva finally cleared her throat and asked quietly, "So? What does it matter
    that the Wild from the curse is still on their bodies?"

    "What would happen if I unwound that foreign Wild from their bodies?" Harry asked
    calmly in return. "All of it? If it reached out and unbound the strands? I can't cut
    through them. There's too much of my parents tangled up in them. But if I undid all
    the knots, pulled it free strand by strand…"

    Minerva turned and stared at him. "You'd have to have somewhere for it to go. I'm
    unaware of any procedure for tucking the Wild back into the bodies it came from. And
    would it even work since you turned Bellatrix's wand into a cat?"

    "I think I'll have to get rid of Spellmaker," Harry said, and looked down at the
    grey cat that had followed them upstairs, and then away. "But I'll unwind
    all their Wild. All the magic that gives them life. The Wild I unwind from
    my parents will simply join it."

    "You're going to make the Lestranges cease to exist," Minerva whispered.

    "It would be hard to do that," Harry reassured her, since she sounded horrified by
    the idea. "No, I'm going to take the Wild and turn them into something fairly large
    but easy to contain. Probably a swarm of beetles. Then I'll crush the beetles."

    Minerva audibly swallowed. "I don't think you've ever done human Transfiguration
    before."

    "Not in the usual sense."

    "And not—not in this sense before, either?"

    Harry glanced up at her. "No." He turned back to his parents and stretched his
    hand out, gently caressing his mother's blanketed feet. She looked up at the ceiling
    and breathed and blinked. She had spent the past fourteen years doing that,
    since the Lestranges.

    But anger would help nothing. He needed a clear head for the level of magic and
    concentration this ritual would require.

    "Would you mind making sure that the others leave me alone?" he murmured.

    Minerva nodded, and then pressed a firm hand against his back. Harry leaned in to
    it and closed his eyes.

    "If you ever need help or to talk to someone," Minerva whispered. "If it doesn't
    work out the way you wanted it to…I'll be the one you can talk to."

    "All right," Harry said. As a matter of fact, he thought it likely that the
    unwinding of the Wild would work exactly the way he wanted it to. But he knew she was
    talking about his parents, and it mattered a great deal to her. Harry reached back
    and patted her hand. "I promise I'll let you know."

    He looked back at the beds, contemplating the shimmering strands of the Wild, and
    didn't notice Minerva was gone until later. That was probably for the best, he
    thought. She had gone somewhere else to mourn—he didn't know what, maybe his chances
    for a normal life or something, and he was alone to sharpen his mind and stroke
    Spellmaker in farewell.

    

    Harry stood up and moved a slow step back, studying the ritual circle of black
    stones that he had moved from the cellars one more time for any flaws. Then he nodded
    and swept his wand down, canceling the spells that kept the Lestranges unconscious in
    the center of the circle.

    Bellatrix sat up, screaming. Harry looked calmly at her, and then looked at
    Rabastan and Rodolphus, who were struggling like a rabbit after Yar had pierced its
    brain but before it knew it was dead.

    Bellatrix was the one who noticed that they were next to his parents' beds now.
    "Ooh, brought us here for a bit of fun, pretty Potty?" she crooned at him, and put
    out her hand as if she would touch one of the sheets, watching him all the while.

    The sharp spark that jumped up from the circle of black stones to shock her made
    her scream again. But Harry was tired of watching them. He cast the spell that made
    the strands of the Wild around his parents appear again, and then he picked up
    Spellmaker and touched her back one last time.

    "Good-bye," he whispered, before he reached down and grasped the Wild,
    manipulating it out of the fabric of her body.

    Spellmaker dissolved into floating grey specks, and a glimpse of a wand that
    remained imprinted on the air for a moment like an afterimage. Then Harry turned,
    using the feel of the Wild around him to pick out the strands of Bellatrix's magic
    wound about his parents' brains and bodies, and began to pull.

    It became its own demanding rhythm, that flood of power pouring past him, winding
    around the body of the screaming, thrashing woman in the middle of the ritual circle.
    Now and then Harry glanced at her, to see her eyes widening and her cheeks
    bulging.

    The Lestranges were chained down so they couldn't interfere with each other, but
    Harry supposed he could have left them unconscious. He did not.

    He watched as the magic unrolled, strand by knot by tangle by thread by cord, away
    from his parents, and then Bellatrix's body trembled and began to go fuzzy at the
    edges. She was probably screaming obscenities at him by then, but the muffled,
    roaring pounding of the Wild was so loud in his ears that Harry couldn't hear them.
    He continued staring as he watched her eyes turn into white specks, and the Wild into
    colors and power, and the colors and power into nothingness—except a hammering,
    hovering pressure in his ears and all around him, against his arms and his eardrums
    and his eyelids.

    Harry took a deep breath and pushed the Wild out in front of him with a sweep of
    his wand. It trembled and pushed back at him, but Harry was already concentrating,
    and chanting. "Commuto potentiam examinem!"

    The Wild twisted and became visible as swarming black beetles, trapped by the
    boundaries of the circle. Harry bent over, holding his knees, holding his grief for
    Spellmaker, burying it.

    "What are you?" whispered one of the Lestranges. Rabastan or Rodolphus,
    Harry couldn't look up and make sure which one of them it was right now.

    "If you don't know that by now, I can't help you learn," Harry said, and he
    reached out and began to delicately pull the strands of Rodolphus's magic that coiled
    around his father's brain.

    

    It took a long time. So long.

    But at last all the strands of the Wild that were not his parents' were unwound
    from their bodies, and all that remained of the Lestranges were the swarms of beetles
    running around inside the stones of the circle, bound and trapped. Harry rested until
    he could feel his feet again, then turned and stepped into the circle.

    Unlike the other tasks he had undergone to heal his parents, this was pure
    pleasure. He leaped up and down, kicking with his legs when he could, stomping and
    dancing and laughing for pure joy as he destroyed them. Caught by the stones of the
    ritual, the beetles could not retreat far, and the few who tried to climb him had no
    mandibles to bite him with. Harry flicked them off and killed them and laughed
    breathlessly again.

    By the time he was worn out again, the beetles were dead. Harry climbed out of the
    circle, careful not to disturb either the rocks or the small corpses. He would call
    house-elves to clean them up in the end.

    James stirred and mumbled something.

    Harry felt himself go as still as a cat hunting a butterfly, and then he turned
    and bounded over to the beds. His father's eyes were open. And staring at
    the ceiling. And shifting slowly to him.

    "Who are you?" James murmured, his voice slurring a little, as if he didn't quite
    remember what words were for.

    From the other bed, Lily asked, "James?"

    Something soft and powerful tore through Harry, and he sank down onto the floor,
    his hands still on the bed, his gaze locked on his father's face.

    Not perfect. But. Aware. Awake. Sane.

  


  
    64. The Stormy Sky
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews! Since this last chapter of the story wanted
    to be enormously long, I'm splitting it into two; the next part will be posted next
    week, and then The Art of Self-Fashioning will be finished.

    Chapter Sixty-Four—The Stormy Sky

    "I can't believe what you're telling me."

    Minerva sighed and set down her teacup, then reached across the table to take
    Lily's hands. "Yes, you do," she said. "Otherwise, I don't think you'd be sitting
    there with your face as pale as it is."

    Lily took one hand away to put it across that face. "That our son could have
    become that monster," she breathed.

    "Put the blame where it belongs," Minerva said, with a strength in her voice that
    made Lily jump and stare at her. "The Dursleys raised him in a way that made him
    believe he had absolutely no one to depend on, and I think part of the reason Harry
    fixated on healing you is that he spent so long believing you were dead. But if there
    was a chance you were alive, then you might care for him. He wouldn't have done that
    if they'd loved him."

    "But other children are raised with abuse. Take Neville…"

    "He had other people," Minerva said softly. "More than Harry did. He had friends,
    close ones, all his years at Hogwarts. Harry had Terry Boot for six months at most.
    Neville had an extended family who obviously couldn't overpower his grandmother, who
    weren't all great, but who did spend time with him and make him realize there was a
    wider world. He knew about magic from the time he was a toddler. I'm not saying he
    didn't have unfair pressure put on him, but he had other people to lean on. Harry had
    no one."

    Lily reached out to the lily flower on the table. There was a fresh one every day.
    Harry brought it in himself and put it there. Minerva didn't know where he was
    getting them all, but she knew they didn't all grow in the Black gardens.

    Now, Lily spun the stem between her fingers and whispered, "You're saying that he
    didn't find any support in the wizarding world, either."

    "By the time he entered it at eleven, it was—I won't say too late to make a
    difference, but too late for it to make the kind of difference that it made for
    Neville," Minerva said gently. "And I wasn't supportive enough of him at first. Albus
    was an enemy. He didn't find Regulus until he was fifteen. Neville was his friend,
    but not close until nearly the end of the war. Do you understand, Lily? Imagine being
    that alone."

    "I never was," Lily said quietly. "I had my sister and parents and Severus and
    then plenty of friends in Gryffindor." She shuddered and looked up. "And Harry killed
    him, too."

    "Severus was—unrecognizable. I don't think he ever got over your torture, Lily. He
    ambushed Harry near your hospital room, or tried. There was nothing but a bitter
    shell left by the time Harry sent him back to Voldemort. I think his death might have
    come as a relief."

    "I wish I could have been there," Lily said, and her eyes shimmered bright with
    tears. "I wish I could have been there! Oh, I could have done
    something—"

    Minerva came around the table to hold Lily as she cried. Both of Harry's parents
    were prone to tears, which Minerva thought might be a side-effect of their
    healing.

    But, of course, they'd also woken to find the world completely changed, themselves
    fourteen years older, and the war they'd thought they were enduring ended, by the
    claws of their son.

    I'll let her take as long as she needs to heal, Minerva thought, while
    Lily clung to hear and wept. But I won't let them call Harry a monster. I will
    make them see him as he is, and why.

    

    "I want to see you on a broom."

    That was the excuse James had made for dragging Harry outside the house. Harry
    didn't quite understand it. James didn't act comfortable with him. Harry thought he
    would have preferred a quiet talk at first, or to meet some of Harry's animals, or to
    talk with Minerva about more of the history he'd missed. It had only been two days.
    She must have a lot to tell him still.

    But no, instead he wanted to see Harry fly. So Harry nodded and slung his leg over
    the broom. "Is there anything in particular you want to see me do?"

    James blinked. He was sitting in a chair with his legs up on a stool, and the
    Black house-elves had been assigned to bring him anything he wanted. He was still
    shaky with walking. "Just what you can do. Don't try to attempt anything just to
    impress me."

    Harry smiled a little as he aimed the broom at the sky. He wouldn't do that
    anyway. His parents still didn't understand that.

    But honestly, he didn't care. They would understand it, or they wouldn't. There
    was a chance of it happening now, where there never had been before.

    He soared up, straight up at first, and Yar flew alongside him, her wings and his
    bristles striving for height. Then Harry rolled over and over, along the broom and
    backwards over the bristles—with the broom coming with him, of course—and to the side
    when he nearly smashed into another bird. Then he dived back towards the ground. Then
    he straightened out so he was sitting upright and let the wind blow through his
    hair.

    "Harry!"

    Harry looked down. James was waving frantically at him. Harry reckoned that he
    must want to stand up and use the loo, and didn't trust the house-elves to take him.
    He dropped back down, slowing his pace when he was a few meters up and hopping off
    easily onto the ground.

    But instead of immediately lunging out to take his hand, James sat there gaping at
    him. Harry raised his eyebrows. "Are you all right?"

    "That was—I thought you were going to drop to your death," James whispered. He was
    pale and his brow was covered with sweat. Harry looked up and strengthened the charms
    that protected the Black gardens from the sun. "How can you fly like
    that?"

    "I take the broom up into the air," Harry said. He was feeling more puzzled by the
    minute. He had expected his parents not to take his part over things like preferring
    animals to humans and killing Dumbledore. But this was so minor that it made him
    wonder if he would ever understand them.

    "No, I mean—you fly like a professional Quidditch player. Hell, I don't think
    I was flying like that in fifth year!" James gasped and leaned back on the
    chair, shaking his head. "Didn't you play for the—Ravenclaw team?"

    His parents always hesitated before naming the House he'd been Sorted into. Well,
    Harry agreed with that. It wasn't his fault the Sorting Hat had absolutely refused to
    send him to Gryffindor, where he'd wanted to go.

    "No. What's the point?"

    "What do you mean?"

    "What's the point of me being on a Quidditch team?" Harry repeated, shaking his
    head. "It wouldn't have helped me with anything I wanted to do."

    James suddenly looked incredibly sad. "Do you—only think about certain goals?"

    "Yes," Harry said, studying his father's face. James was still puzzling to him.
    Lily was a little easier to understand, but part of that was because she cried often.
    "I thought about healing you, and how to change myself so I would survive. And then
    about how to get rid of Lord Dudders and his Death Eaters when that needed to
    happen."

    James choked for a second. "Minerva said that you—called him Lord Dudders because
    of your cousin?"

    Harry nodded. "Dudders and Lord Dudders both thought they were the most important
    people in the world. I showed them they weren't."

    James hesitated for a long moment. Then he said, "Are you going to—kill other
    people like that now?"

    "Not unless I need to." Harry couldn't make any promises when the Malfoys might
    act stupidly, or when Death Eaters he'd overlooked might attack him. "Not unless they
    get in my way or try to kill me or you or Lily or Minerva or Neville. Or one of my
    animals."

    James sagged back in his chair a little. "I'd prefer that you didn't."

    "Why not? Would you prefer to die?" Harry would try to be patient. This was the
    same kind of stupidity that Weasley and Granger had talked about, he thought, but his
    parents had to be smarter than they were.

    "Because—Lily and I both believe that it's immoral if you can avoid it." James
    dragged himself more upright against the back of the chair. "It's better to give your
    enemies a chance to change their minds and become—better people."

    Harry thought about that, his head cocked as his mind trotted in circles. On the
    one hand, he didn't think most of his enemies could become better people. Dumbledore
    had thought he was right until the end of his life. Lord Dudders would never have
    surrendered or changed his mind. Severus Snape was going to blame Harry and attack
    him until the end of his life.

    On the other hand, it was his father asking.

    "All right," he said. "But if you think that you're really in danger, you would
    defend yourself, right? You wouldn't hold back because you're thinking too much about
    your enemies being better people?"

    "I would defend myself as well as I could."

    Harry nodded. "Then that's fine. As long as you're not going to be stupid about
    it, then I reckon I can trust you to only have a few animals with you when you go
    outside the house. A few mice and spiders," he clarified, because James was glancing
    at Yar. "An eagle would be too conspicuous, of course."

    "Harry." James cleared his throat. "Normal people don't have spiders and mice
    running alongside them when they go to Diagon Alley."

    "That's okay. They can ride in your pockets."

    "Normal people don't do it at all, Harry."

    "Normal people don't spend fourteen years in a coma, either."

    James looked at him. Harry looked back. He didn't want his parents to be concerned
    about normality. That was what the Dursleys thought about. And if Harry was
    all right being abnormal, then why should they be worried about it? Harry kept having
    the feeling they worried more about him than themselves, which was nonsense.

    "All right," James echoed, and his smile was a little helpless. "We'll have
    spiders and mice with us when we go to Diagon Alley to retrieve our wands. I
    suppose—Gringotts was able to confirm that they were placed in our
    vaults?"

    Harry nodded. Gringotts had refused to write back to "James and Lily Potter,"
    obviously believing they were imposters, until after they saw them face-to-face.
    "That's what they said. Though the goblins still think that they'll be giving them to
    me as some kind of inheritance."

    "Well." Now James was smiling more the way he had in the photographs. "Then I
    think we should plan a trip to Diagon Alley soon, to surprise them."

    

    Neville sighed and stepped back near Gran, glad that that interview was
    finally done. The reporter hadn't been as bad as Rita Skeeter, but she had
    insisted on asking him all sorts of questions that he had no answers for. He didn't
    know who he wanted to get married to! He was fifteen!

    "She was rather rude, wasn't she?" Hermione observed, but she didn't stay around
    to hear what he said before she was pointing ahead of them and saying, "Look at
    that!"

    Neville gladly did, since he'd felt Gran's hand tighten on his elbow, and he knew
    she wanted to say something about Hermione's rudeness. Gran always thought
    the interviews and reporters and stares and marriage proposals were a good thing. She
    thought they were giving Neville the kind of attention that would force him to grow
    up.

    But then Neville saw who was walking down the middle of Diagon Alley, and he was
    gaping. He'd known—of course he'd known that Harry had succeeded in reviving
    his parents, but that was only a few days ago! Now they were here.

    "James and Lily Potter." Gran's voice was very low, her words precise, her eyes
    huge. "That's—I can't believe he did it."

    Harry was striding in front of them, and Professor McGonagall walked behind.
    Neville wondered for a second if that was to keep them from falling, but he didn't
    have a lot of time to think about it. They were heading straight for Gringotts, and
    if he wanted to talk to them before they vanished inside, he'd have to be quick.

    "Harry!" he called out, and ran towards him, waving a hand.

    Harry spun around, one hand rising, before he obviously recognized Neville's voice
    and relaxed. He smiled. "Hello. How are you? And you, Mrs. Longbottom? And Granger
    and Weasley," he said, with a nod.

    The Potters were squinting at all of them, as if they were suddenly bathed in
    strong light, and them Mr. Potter grinned. "You are a Weasley, with that
    ginger hair. Gryffindor, right? Which one of Arthur and Molly's children?"

    "Ron," said Ron, and he was smiling. "You're Mr. Potter, right? James Potter? My
    dad—he's talked about you a lot."

    "Yes," said Mr. Potter, and then he was talking to Ron, while Lily Potter engaged
    Hermione. She kept stammering, and Neville didn't know if that was because she
    thought of Lily as a heroine of the first war, or if because she was stunned to see
    her up and walking around.

    Meanwhile, Harry was standing off to one side, silently watching. There was a
    faint smile on his lips, though, which meant more than Neville could have put into
    words.

    Gran came up then, and after scanning them thoroughly, she turned to Harry. "You
    do amazing things when you want to, Mr. Potter."

    Harry looked up. "When I want to," he agreed.

    Gran frowned as if she wasn't entirely satisfied with that answer, but luckily,
    she started talking to Professor McGonagall then, and Neville felt he could go up to
    Harry and have a real conversation.

    "Are you doing all right?" he whispered to Harry, while James told some story that
    made Ron whoop with laughter and Lily asked Hermione how she'd got into Gryffindor
    with that love of books.

    "Yes." Harry gave him a tilted-head look. A mouse ran up his shoulder and sat next
    to his ear, grooming his hair with small motions of its paws. "They're up and walking
    around. Why wouldn't I be?"

    "I just mean—what do they think about what you did to end the war? And things like
    that?" Neville wasn't about to say anything too incriminating in the middle of Diagon
    Alley, especially since people were beginning to look at them.

    "Oh. They're not happy about it."

    "And—you're okay with that?"

    "They'll either change their minds or they won't." Harry blinked at him. "I can't
    lie about it. They'll have to be the ones to decide if they can accept it or
    not."

    Neville supposed that was that, at least for Harry. Honestly, he should have
    expected it, he thought, as he watched Harry move towards his father when Mr. Potter
    listed a little to the side. Harry was incredibly honest, in some ways. He didn't see
    the point of lying most of the time. If he wanted to conceal something, he just
    didn't tell anybody about it, and then went ahead and did it anyway.

    Mr. and Mrs. Potter went into Gringotts with Harry. Professor McGonagall smiled at
    him and said one more soft thing to Gran, and then she followed them, ignoring the
    voices of a few people who'd recognized her and were calling out to her.

    "Baffling," Gran said.

    Neville tilted his head back to look at her. "What do you mean?"

    Gran was frowning after Harry, one hand patting at her white hair as if it had
    fallen out from under her hat in the last few minutes. "He defeated You-Know-Who and
    raised his parents essentially from the dead. And he doesn't want anyone to
    know about it. I don't understand. Why wouldn't you tell someone?"

    Neville just shook his head a little, and then sighed as the next classmate from
    Hogwarts recognized him and came up to claim his attention. Gran would never
    understand Harry at all, that was certain.

    He just hoped Mr. and Mrs. Potter would.

    

    "Harry. Can you please tell me what your Aunt Petunia was like?"

    Harry studied Lily critically. She was sitting in front of him with a stiff little
    smile and her hands clasped together. Her voice was soft and she looked as if she
    didn't want to be there.

    "Just her, or the other Dursleys, too?" They were in the kitchen, and the others
    weren't here right now. Harry set his teacup aside and dropped one hand to give a
    piece of bacon to Cross. "Because it's hard to talk about them separately."

    Lily exhaled slowly. She had the lily he brought in every day in her hand. "Just
    my sister. She was the one who—she used to be my best friend, until I found out I was
    a witch. And then she hated me, and called me—"

    "A freak. I know. She used the same word on me."

    Lily only held his stare for a second. Then her eyes fell back to the table, and
    she whispered, "Will you tell me, please?"

    So Harry did. He talked about how Aunt Petunia ignored him a lot of the time. How
    she called him a freak. How she made him do chores. How she was the one who woke him
    in the morning, most of the time he lived in the cupboard.

    Lily broke the flower's stem when he told her about the cupboard. A little later,
    when he was talking about how his aunt completely ignored him when Uncle Vernon
    killed his kitten, she put her hands over her face and began to cry. It was quiet,
    though. Harry could only see her shoulders shaking to really know she was doing
    it.

    He looked the other way so she wouldn't be embarrassed, and kept talking. She had
    wanted to know. He would tell her.

    He talked about how Aunt Petunia taught him to cook, but didn't usually let him
    have the food. How she spoiled Dudley, and nothing was good enough for her Dudders.
    How she was the one to tell Harry, over and over, that his parents were drunks who
    had died, and that he had never doubted her until Professor McGonagall brought the
    letter to his door. How she was afraid of his animals, and he had taken some joy in
    showing them to her when he thought she wouldn't be able to retaliate against
    him.

    Lily cried through most of it. Towards the end, though, Harry ran out of things to
    say about Petunia, and Lily lowered her hands from her face. She reached out towards
    him. After a minute of not realizing what she wanted, Harry took her hand.

    It was strange, to sit there holding her hand. For ten years he'd thought she was
    dead. For four years he'd never known if she would be aware enough someday to hold
    his hand back.

    "My poor, poor boy," Lily whispered. "I'm sorry that I wasn't there."

    Harry shook his head. "It was the Lestranges' fault that you weren't there. Don't
    worry about it."

    "Minerva told me that you did something to them, but not what." Lily looked
    straight at him. "I'm ready to hear it. How did you revive us, exactly?"

    "Are you sure you're ready to hear it?" Harry asked gently. She looked like
    Neville when he was trying to get ready to stand in front of the Killing Curse. "It
    might be worse for you than hearing about Aunt Petunia."

    "I want to hear, Harry. I want to understand everything about you."

    Harry had to smile. She was just like Minerva in one way: they both thought they
    could understand him. When he wasn't really human, and his soul was the soul of a
    predatory bird.

    But he told her about the Wild, and how he'd learned to manipulate it, and then
    how he'd unwound the Wild from their bodies and turned the Lestranges into
    collections of beetles and stomped them to death. He watched her face get paler and
    paler, and about halfway through, she pulled her hand back from his. Harry watched
    her stand up when he was done and walk out of the room. She didn't glance back at him
    or say anything.

    Harry sighed a little and fed the last piece of his bacon to Cross. Then he went
    to read more about great cats. Immolator and Formido had come back and were playing
    in the gardens, but he thought that he needed to make more prey for them to really be
    comfortable. He would see what kind of antelopes or goats or other animals the books
    recommended.

    

    "How could someone do that? How could he do that?"

    Minerva handed a sandwich to Lily and sat down beside her on the stairs. It had
    taken hours for her to come and seek Minerva out, and explain that she knew about how
    Harry had brought her and James back to sanity. Now she was shivering with shock and
    what Minerva thought was hunger.

    Minerva put a hand on Lily's shoulder. "He doesn't let things stop him,"
    she said softly. "That's what you need to understand. When he realized Voldemort was
    immortal, he came up with a way to defeat him. When he realized that you were alive
    but insane, he came up with a way to heal you. Obstacles exist for him solely as
    things to be got around."

    Lily thickly swallowed a bite of the sandwich. "But—but how can we make him accept
    some limitations? How can we make him into our little boy again?"

    Minerva closed her eyes and spoke with infinite pity. "You can't."

    Lily continued eating, but her shoulders were hunched, and Minerva had the feeling
    that she was staring rebelliously at the wall.

    "Harry is what he is. I hope that you can come to accept him as he is, rather than
    trying to force him into a mold he is unsuited for."

    Lily said nothing, although that might have been because her mouth was full.
    Minerva sighed and turned to her.

    "Harry worked and fought for years until he figured out how to heal you," she said
    softly. "No one else believed it could be done. Don't you owe him a little
    consideration for that, at least? Or would you rather have spent the rest of
    your life on the far side of sanity?"

    "I would rather my son wasn't a killer."

    "But he is."

    "Why can you accept him?" Lily drew back and stared at her. "At least
    some of the people he killed were your friends, too."

    "Albus would have killed me," Minerva reminded her. "I already told you what I
    think about Severus. There's no one else Harry killed—they were mostly Death Eaters—I
    would have counted as a friend. I don't believe Harry would have harmed someone who
    wasn't an enemy, at least not directly. He fought back against people who'd
    tortured his parents, who were trying to kill him, who thought he was insane and
    wanted to destroy him. It's the same thing you did in the war, Lily."

    "We weren't at war." Lily was trailing her hand over the step, and Minerva could
    hardly hear the difference between one sound and another.

    "Now, you mean? Yes, we were. No one had officially declared it this time, but
    with Voldemort back, it was only a matter of carrying the battle to him instead of
    holding back the way we did in the first war."

    Lily said nothing for so long that Minerva nearly left her. But then she looked
    up. "Give me time, Minerva. Give me time to realize that—my son can't be tamed."

    Minerva squeezed her arm. "If you realize that already, if you can come to terms
    with it, then you'll be a good mother. The one he needs, not the one that either of
    you might have wanted to pretend you are."

    

    "I can't believe that they're gone." James sat on the doorstep and stared over the
    trees that crowded the back edge of the Black gardens. "That Sirius is dead, and
    Peter is dead—and he was a traitor, how did that happen? And Remus…"

    "Lupin is still alive," Harry said, wondering if someone had told his father
    otherwise. Well, no, Minerva wouldn't be that careless, and his parents had no way to
    communicate with his animals. James had probably just assumed it was so because
    everyone else was.

    James turned eagerly around, and almost wavered and fell off the step. Harry
    raised a warning hand, but James managed to stop spinning in time. "Then where is he?
    Why isn't he here?"

    "I didn't want to invite him because he and I don't get along," Harry said, with a
    shrug. "And I didn't know if I would be able to heal you. But if you want to invite
    him, then you should. This is your house, too."

    James looked at him, and his face softened. "You're so damn adult. When did you
    get so damn adult?"

    Harry blinked. "I don't know," he admitted, after giving it some consideration.
    Cross came stalking out and sat on the step beside him, but that didn't help him
    remember. "I can't remember ever being a child, really."

    "Of course not. Bloody Dursleys." James sighed. "Yes. Please. Write a letter to
    Remus. I don't think I can grip a quill reliably yet, or I'd do it."

    "Of course." Harry stood up to go back inside the house, but James held his hand
    out before he could. Harry turned and looked at him inquiringly.

    "Thank you," James said, his voice hoarse. "I'm—not used to this yet, but you're
    doing right. And give your mum some time. She'll come around."

    "Of course," Harry said, and bobbed his head, and went into the house. He knew
    James was doing right, too. He knew he was trying. Even Lily was trying, although
    she'd been more overwhelmed by the news of what Harry had done to keep them safe and
    bring them back to life.

    He wouldn't say that he would accept it and not be hurt if neither of them could
    really be his parents. It would hurt them.

    He had focused on healing them. Not what came afterwards. And he had done that.
    Now it was up to all of them to find their lives as best they could. If it wasn't
    with him, that was the way it would be.

    Harry already knew they would be distressed if he said that, if not exactly
    why.

  


  
    65. The Blue Sky
  

  
    Thank you again for all the reviews! This is the last chapter of the story. Thank
    you for coming on this journey with me.

    Chapter Sixty-Five—The Blue Sky

    "Can I talk to you, Harry?"

    Harry glanced up. He hadn't thought Lily would want to come talk to him right now.
    Lupin had arrived earlier that day, and he'd been closed up with James and Lily for
    most of the afternoon. But there was his mum in the doorway of the library, her face
    pale and her eyes on the floor instead of his face.

    "All right," he said, and turned around and moved a stool so that she would have a
    place to sit if she wanted to. "Did Lupin say something that gave you a shock?" That
    was what it looked like. "Or something you wanted to confirm with me?"

    "You could say that," Lily whispered. Her eyes stayed on the floor, even after
    she'd sat down. Harry's attention strayed back to the book he was reading. Sometimes
    his mother needed a long buildup to conversations; sometimes, especially in the last
    few days, she went away without starting one at all.

    "Is it true that you fought Remus and Obliviated him?"

    "No, I Obliviated Snape," Harry said, raising his eyebrows a little. If
    Lupin was trying to make Harry look worse, then he'd gone about it in the wrong way.
    "Lupin changed into a werewolf during the fight. We were in his office, and he forgot
    to take his Wolfsbane Potion. Then he tried to bite me, but my physical changes
    protected me."

    Lily hunched and wrapped her arms around herself for protection. "Why did—why did
    you never contact him again after third year? Why did he make you so angry?"

    "He never intended to try and get me out of the Dursleys' house. And he never
    visited you when you were in hospital."

    Lily blinked. Harry waited to see if a fragile tear would slide down her cheek,
    since it had done that before, but it didn't.

    "You wouldn't have been allowed to stay with him," Lily replied after a moment's
    thought. "Werewolves aren't allowed to have custody of children, even if they're
    taking Wolfsbane. That incident in Remus's office should have shown you why."

    Harry gave her a mocking smile. He knew it was mocking, he didn't want it
    to be, but that was the way it was. "And you think even a werewolf running wild would
    have been more dangerous to me than the Dursleys? You think he would have done as
    much damage to the core of what I am?"

    He no longer really thought that the Dursleys had damaged him; he didn't feel the
    way he had when he was a child. But he knew his parents thought he was
    damaged. And he wasn't above using that as a weapon against them.

    Lily pressed her trembling hand to her mouth. "I never thought of that."

    "I know."

    "I mean—don't hold it against Remus that he didn't visit us in hospital," Lily
    tried then. "Different people can handle different things. Remus couldn't handle the
    sight of us lying in those beds. As far as he could tell, we would be insane
    forever."

    Harry laughed. Lily flinched a little. Yar, sitting on the back of Harry's chair,
    flexed her wings and looked down haughtily.

    "But why didn't he try?" Harry asked. "You were his best friends. He knew
    that you were still alive, which is more than I did for ten years. He's an adult
    wizard, a lot older than me. He has a lot more experience. He probably knows spells
    that I've never heard of, because I've specialized in Transfiguration so much. He
    didn't even try. Why didn't he? Why did he just accept that you were going
    to be insane forever?"

    "Because—that's what the Healers said. That's what they believed."

    "But why did Remus believe them?" Harry shook his head. "Minerva,
    Dumbledore, Snape, Regulus—they weren't particularly close to you. They weren't your
    best friends. But how could someone let another person's word hold them back when
    they might be able to do something? I would never give up if a friend of
    mine was in pain. I would keep trying until I succeeded or died."

    Lily swallowed a little and sat up. "This is what Minerva meant," she murmured.
    "When she said that you were determined beyond determined, and you would go around
    any and all obstacles that were there."

    "Of course I will." Harry cocked his head. "Wouldn't you do the same thing? You
    didn't run away when the Lestranges attacked. You stood in their way and fought. You
    fought for me. I don't understand why you think this isn't the same thing.
    Or why you can forgive Remus for not helping you more," he had to add. His parents'
    forgiveness was one thing, if they wanted to do that, but he never would. He
    would put up with Remus for his parents' sake, that was all. James seemed to like
    having him around.

    "Oh, Harry," said Lily, and her smile was uncertain and unhappy, but it was there.
    "Of course we fought for you. It—just seems strange to see it in someone who's not an
    adult, that's all."

    "I've been an adult since I first learned about you. I had to be."

    Harry didn't see what he'd said to make her cry, but once again Lily's lip
    trembled. "I'm going to go talk to Remus and James about this," she said. "I think
    they need to hear it."

    "If James chooses Remus over me, that's all right. I know he knew him for longer.
    And Remus hasn't done as much Dark magic as I have." Because he's a coward.
    But Harry didn't think the truth worth an argument.

    "Oh, Harry."

    And abruptly, his mother was around the table and hugging him, for the first time
    in a fortnight. Harry froze in surprise. It felt as though she was trying to say all
    sorts of things with her arms, and he didn't know what they were.

    Lily pulled back, wiping her eyes. "I just want you to know that we're going to
    try," she said. "And nothing could make me choose Remus over you."

    She stood there for a minute longer, and then dipped her head and left the room,
    wobbling only a little and putting out a hand to the nearest bookcase only once.
    Harry listened, but she didn't fall as she was going down the stairs, either.

    That was strange, Harry thought, but it was still long minutes before he
    could go back to his reading.

    

    "I wanted to talk to you alone, Harry."

    Remus was standing in the doorway of the library, where Lily had stood yesterday.
    He looked as though someone was going to spring and rip out his throat. Harry shook
    his head a little. He was a werewolf. Why didn't he use that for the
    strength it could be instead of cowering from it all the time?

    "Is—this not a good time?"

    Harry realized the man had taken the headshake as a denial of his request. "No,
    you can come in," he said. "I was thinking of something else." He leaned back and
    watched as Remus groped his way to the chair Lily had taken and sat down. He kept his
    gaze fixed on his hands, and then it wandered to the books Harry was consulting, and
    then up to the window. Harry waited. He was good at that.

    Yar, who wasn't, finally stirred on the back of the chair and then turned and
    pointed herself at the window. Harry got up and let her out, and watched for a minute
    as she spiraled up above the Muggle neighborhood, her eyes scanning. He wondered for
    a moment what the Muggles thought of her. But as long as no one tried to shoot at
    her, he doubted he would need to care.

    As though Yar being gone had given him his tongue back, Lupin finally said, "I
    wanted to know if we could be friends."

    "I doubt it," Harry said, turning around. "You don't have the qualities that I
    look for in my friends."

    Lupin's face crumpled. He took another long few minutes to look at the window, and
    his hands, and the books. Then he swallowed air and mumbled, "What are the qualities
    that you look for in your friends?"

    "Concern for me," Harry said, and came and sat down at the table. "Willingness to
    help me achieve my goals. Something I can help them with. Understanding. Not
    trying to change me." He tilted his head at Lupin. "You have something I could help
    you with, but you don't want help, and that eliminates the only one I can see."

    "What do you think you could help with?" Somehow Lupin worked his mouth into a
    shadow of a smile.

    "Getting used to your wolf," Harry said. "Accepting it so that you don't squeak in
    fear every time someone refers to the fact that you can change shape. I don't think I
    can improve on the recipe of Wolfsbane. I'm not good enough at potions. But you spend
    twenty-seven nights of the month, at least, in human shape. And all the
    days. You don't seem very happy. That would be one thing you could try to change. But
    I don't think you're interested in doing it."

    Lupin tucked his hands under his armpits as if for warmth. "I want to make sure
    that I never hurt anyone else," he said carefully. "I want—you refer to it very
    neutrally, as changing shape. But it's a disease. A curse. Something I never
    asked for."

    Harry frowned at him. "But it's here now, and it's not going away. So why don't
    you try to live with it?"

    "Referring to it neutrally masks how horrible it is."

    "Talking all the time about how horrible it is doesn't help you deal with it."

    Lupin winced and stood up. "I think you might be right, Harry. Or James was. He
    told me that you were still—prickly about me not doing something to rescue you from
    the Dursleys while I could."

    "I'm sort of bitter about that, yes," Harry said, leaning back in the chair. Lupin
    hastily averted his eyes from Harry's gaze. "But Minerva didn't do it either, and if
    I can forgive her, I can forgive you."

    It seemed to take all Lupin's courage to remain in the room, but he said, "Then
    why—"

    "I think you're a coward," Harry said quietly. "On the run from being a werewolf,
    on the run from how much I remind you of yourself because I choose to embrace the
    animal side of my nature, on the run from feeling guilty. Maybe someday, yes, we
    could be friends, if you wanted to do something about the wolf. But a lot of things
    would have to change."

    Lupin's eyes dropped. "Maybe you're right about that."

    "When you mean that statement, instead of using it as another excuse not
    to do anything, then we'll come to an accord."

    Lupin's back straightened. He strode out. Harry raised an eyebrow. He wished he
    could think that was real courage instead of stung pride that would fade soon after
    Lupin was no longer in Harry's company.

    It wasn't his problem, either way. Lupin could come and go, and Harry would stay
    out of his way and let him visit with James and Lily as much as he wanted.

    But he wasn't about to make friends with someone who could barely meet Harry's
    eyes because of the way they caught the light.

    

    Minerva stood up in concern as Lily tottered into the kitchen. The last thing she
    knew, Lily had been outside showing herbs to Harry in the Blacks' gardens. Lily had
    hit on improving Harry's Potions skill as something she could do with him, and Harry
    had seemed happy.

    "Are you all right?" Minerva asked in concern, reaching out. But Lily only shook
    her head and sat down hard in a chair.

    "I was—I was showing Harry some of the deadly nightshade they've got growing
    here…" Even in her shock, Lily managed to roll her eyes. "They're Blacks, of
    course they have it."

    Minerva smiled, and waited for the rest of the story.

    Lily reached over and picked up one of the stack of blueberry scones that the
    Black house-elves had made earlier, chewing it slowly. "Harry told me that he could
    tell which of the berries were the most poisonous. I told him they were all
    poisonous, and that was one of the reasons I wanted him to learn how to recognize the
    plant, so he wouldn't eat it or put the wrong ingredients in a potion by mistake. He
    told me that, no, he could smell which berries were deadlier than others. Which had
    just slightly more poison." She leaned forwards. "Do you think that's true?"

    Minerva blinked and thought about it. She had long since decided that Harry had
    done more than he'd either thought of or told her about—that some of his changes
    might have changed other features of his body. "He could have enhanced his sense of
    smell."

    "But as much as that?"

    "I wouldn't put it past him. He's never talked to me specifically about it,
    though."

    "I—I remember some Transfiguration theory," Lily said, and then gave a small,
    bitter laugh. "Better than I remember some of the events after Hogwarts, sometimes. I
    know how much work it would take someone who was ordinarily talented in
    Transfiguration to manage that. Minerva, he's a master. And he seems
    entirely unconscious of it!"

    "He wanted to learn Transfiguration at first because he intended to physically
    change your brains to heal the damage from the Cruciatus Curse. He thought better of
    it in the end, but I think…"

    "Yes?" Lily said encouragingly, leaning forwards over the table.

    "I think it's now became his passion for itself. Whether or not he ever
    acknowledges it."

    Lily leaned back, breathing a little fast. "I knew it," she whispered. "I knew—oh,
    he was such a smart baby, Minerva. He recognized words a long time before he could
    say them. We could ask him where the doorknob or the broom or Padfoot was, and he'd
    point. When he was five or six months old. He knew his name before he could
    say it, and he tried to hide when he was crawling and accidentally dragged the
    tablecloth and a whole bunch of plates off the table. Oh, Minerva, he's a
    genius."

    And that's the path that's going to connect Harry to his mother, Minerva
    realized as Lily stood back up and walked outside to the garden, only needing to hold
    onto the railings on the stairs once. She loved studying and books. She loved it
    when she could unravel a difficult spell or figure out how a potion worked without
    reading the book. She never cared as much about Transfiguration as James did, but she
    can appreciate Harry's passion for it.

    It was, perhaps, a slim foundation compared to the ones that the mothers of
    children Minerva had known had built upon. But it was so much better than nothing
    that Minerva felt as though someone had healed a wound in her chest.

    

    "You have to try very hard to visualize your Animagus form."

    "Oh, but Minerva cast a spell that already told me what it was," Harry said, and
    looked up from where he was sitting in the cross-legged position on the grass that
    James had insisted on. "She wanted to see the image of my soul."

    His father paused and pushed his glasses up his nose. Harry smiled a little. He
    had offered to Transfigure James's eyes, but he'd refused, a bit nervously. Well,
    that was his right. Even though it wasn't like Harry would sneak a tapetum lucidum in
    there without warning him.

    "What was it? If you don't mind telling me," James added hastily. "Padfoot wanted
    to keep his form hidden from me for a while."

    Sirius Black was a very strange person, Harry thought. He didn't think
    even Regulus would have done that, as long as he'd achieved an Animagus
    form. "A goshawk."

    James lost his nervousness in a second. "You can fly? That's
    brilliant!"

    Harry had to laugh. "Well, everyone can fly with a broom—"

    "That's nothing compared to what it would be like to have your own wings," said
    James, firmly.

    Harry had to admit that, although since he didn't have wings yet he didn't know
    for sure. "But I never concentrated on becoming an Animagus because I wanted to make
    other changes instead."

    "I know," James said, and his voice was soft and understanding, to Harry's utter
    surprise. "I know. You had other goals." He leaned forwards. "But now you can do
    that. First, you have to meditate. You have to get used to thinking of yourself as
    that other form. Maybe that's not going to be as hard for you, because you've already
    envisioned what it's like to have eyes that see in the dark and claws and kangaroo
    legs. But it still took me forever to learn to meditate. Now…"

    Harry closed his eyes, thinking it would probably take him forever, too. There
    just wasn't enough trust in him yet to relax around someone he didn't know with his
    eyes closed.

    But for his parents, he tried.

    

    Neville hopefully snatched the letter from the barn owl as it fluttered through
    the window. Dapple, asleep on a chair, opened one eye and then closed it again. He
    had decided owls were too big to hunt.

    But when Neville opened the letter, it contained only one word, although it was in
    the familiar handwriting he'd wanted to see.

    No.

    Neville moaned in despair and flopped back on the slithering cascade of gifts that
    almost carried him off the chair. He glared at them. Someone had sent him several
    pairs of girls'—underthings yesterday. With a note about how much the wearer
    had worn them during the war, and what she'd done while she was—

    Anyway.

    His last hope had been that Harry would concede to put his name out there and at
    least divide the renown and gifts. But that hope was gone now. Harry's decision to
    not demand any of the credit hadn't made sense to Neville at the time. Now, he
    thought it was the wisest thing Harry had ever done.

    "I suppose I have to do something with all of these, don't I, Dapple?" he
    muttered.

    His cat opened one eye and stretched a luxurious paw. Neville watched him.
    Sometimes he shredded one of the gifts—always the ones that turned out to have traces
    of Dark magic around them later—and if he did that now, then Neville would have less
    of them to sort through.

    But this time, Dapple just curled back up into a small circle and did nothing at
    all.

    Neville allowed himself five minutes of sighing before he started working through
    the mounds and piles and heaps and mountains.

    

    Minerva waited until Harry was done practicing his meditation and had opened his
    eyes himself before she cleared her throat.

    Harry smiled when he saw her, and stood up, swatting grass blades from his robes.
    "Hello."

    Minerva fell into step beside him as he walked back towards the house. "I notice
    that Formido and Immolator aren't here."

    "Mmmm. They needed more room than the gardens here could provide, so I took them
    to one of the Black properties no one uses anymore, since the magic in the house is
    so Dark. They can run on the grounds and hunt. I left them a lot of prey."

    "That you also Transfigured." Minerva shook her head. Harry was rich enough now to
    buy all the livestock he wanted for the tigers to eat, but he always turned to making
    his own first. She thought he probably always would.

    "Yes?"

    The puzzlement in his voice meant it wasn't worth asking about, or arguing about.
    Minerva knew all the steps of that dance already. She turned around on the doorstep
    and looked at him. Harry lifted his head, eyes gleaming in the falling dusk.

    "I know that you're trying hard to get along with your parents," Minerva said
    quietly. "And I appreciate that you're willing to learn the Animagus transformation
    and Potions for them. But I want you to know that you don't have to. Their
    love shouldn't be conditional. If you ever feel like you can't do it anymore, I'll
    speak to them."

    Harry smiled at her and reached out to gently touch her hand. "I know. Their love
    shouldn't be conditional. But it is right now."

    "Harry," Minerva began, aching sadness stirring to life in her chest.

    Harry shook his head quickly. "I knew it could be this way. I would have brought
    them back even though it was. Please don't get upset, Minerva. If it turns out that I
    can't do what they want or it's too hard for me, I'll speak up." He raised his
    eyebrows, and a faint smile she had never seen before stretched his lips. "Have you
    ever known me to have trouble refusing something I didn't want to do?"

    "No," Minerva had to say, and she was smiling too, without being aware that she'd
    been about to. "That's not one of your failings."

    "It's not now, either. Please don't worry about it. And now. Tell me what you've
    planned to do. I heard that the new Headmaster of Durmstrang actually invited you
    there to teach Transfiguration?"

    "Yes. It wouldn't start until next year. And I would never have considered it
    before. I never wanted to go so far from my home." Minerva wandered into the house
    with him and watched as Cross and Yar and a fat piebald mouse rushed up to greet
    Harry. She wondered if he felt the missing presence of a slim grey cat, as she
    sometimes did. "But with Apparition and Portkeys, it's truly not so far. And I'm more
    comfortable than I was before around the Darker Arts that the school teaches.
    I—wouldn't want to teach them or use them myself, but I can see their use."

    Harry nodded.

    "I was wondering," Minerva went on, not giving herself time to think, "whether
    you'd like to come with me. Study there. Take your exams there. They would welcome
    you, I know that. For being the last Black heir and—well, I've talked a little about
    your talents in Transfiguration when they wanted me to give an example of a student I
    tutored. Without mentioning your name, of course. The Headmaster himself contacted me
    the next day. He's very interested, Harry."

    Harry looked up at her with eyes that resembled a tiger's more than anything else
    at the moment. "No."

    Minerva started to open her mouth, but Harry went on. "Maybe someday, I'll want
    that. But for now? Exams are boring. I have parents to get to know. And they wouldn't
    let me take my animals."

    Minerva was wise enough to know that most people wouldn't even have got an
    explanation of his refusal. She sighed. "All right. But do consider it. Maybe, if I
    stay there and teach for a few years, you might want to do it then?"

    "Maybe."

    And Harry trotted further into the house and disappeared. Minerva watched him go
    for a few moments.

    She supposed it was like Neville and his desperate attempt to get Harry to accept
    some of the credit (although Minerva did not have piles of Transfiguration job offers
    that she wanted to share). She thought Harry should be more widely-known than he was.
    She wanted to share his immense talent with someone, see him recognized and honored
    for it, watch people's eyes widen when they heard his name.

    But Harry, at least at the moment, was as content to live and die unseen as a
    predator hunting in a deep forest hidden from human sight.

    Tears blinded her only a moment. Then Minerva straightened her shoulders and went
    to Floo the Durmstrang Headmaster.

    

    At twilight the next night, Harry took his broom and flew out of the house and up
    into the sky. Yar soared beside him, circling higher and higher, imitating his
    soaring with only the sound of her beating wings to mark her.

    When they reached the height where they could both glide, Harry lay along his
    broom and looked at the earth beneath him. Lights made a great blaze of London. He
    doubted many of the humans living there, wizard or Muggle, would see him even if they
    chanced to look up at exactly the right moment.

    But pressing all around the city was the darkness. Trotting through the alleys
    were foxes and rats and stray cats hunting for themselves. Swooping through the
    darkness high above them were bats, and owls, and the small migrating birds that flew
    for thousands of miles with no human prayers aiding their wings along the way. In the
    earth underneath the stones and through the cracks in the pavement and along the
    riverbanks swarmed countless lives, earthworm and beetle and bacteria and ant, that
    no one gave a thought to.

    Harry shook his head in wonder. He would never…

    He would never say that he was grateful for what the Lestranges had done. His
    parents should have had the chance to live their normal lives. He should have had the
    chance to grow up with them.

    But he could not imagine, now, not being what he was. Not being able to smell the
    different amounts of poison in nightshade berries. Not being able to jump out of the
    way of a well-timed spell. Not being able to see in the dark.

    Not being able to remember the darkness, those other lives that were all
    around. How could someone think humans were the center of the universe? How could
    they not know about what ran on four legs or sang on a branch or swam in the water or
    swarmed in the air just around the corner from them? How could they think of
    themselves as being alone with all the bacteria living in them?

    Yar stirred beside him. Harry glanced at her, wondering if she had seen a rabbit,
    though it was dark for an eagle to be hunting.

    But she only circled, and her golden eyes pierced his, and Harry understood. She
    was the most like him of all his creatures, a predatory bird like him, and at moments
    like this, she represented one of the desires of his soul.

    Why stay? We can fly. Why not go away, keep flying and never look back, never
    allow ourselves to be bound to the concerns of those without wings? It is foolish to
    stay.

    Harry swallowed and looked up at the stars. Yes, he could rise until he was among
    them and never come back. But he would never be lonely. Even now a few mice and his
    wand rode in his pockets. He could do anything with them. Why not fly?

    But it was only one of the desires of his soul. He had others. To stay
    and get to know his parents. To be a friend to Minerva and Neville. To make more
    animals. To perfect his Animagus form. To learn to make his potions better. To see
    what happened to him in the next week, in the next month, in the next year and decade
    and century, among humans and other animals.

    As long as he never forgot the darkness. As long as he never decided he was
    only human.

    And the option of the wild sky would always be there for him if he wanted to take
    it.

    Having that choice there meant the rest was also a choice. One he did not want to
    give away and no one could take away from him.

    Yar launched herself downwards in a wide, near-silent swoop, reading his mind
    without him having to command her. Harry looked up one more time, and then turned to
    follow her.

    With his claws gripping the broomshaft, with the large muscles in his legs tensing
    to help steer him, with his night-seeing eyes.

    Not human. But he didn't have to be.

    The End.

  

