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CHAPTER 1

ARRY POTTE R was comingto

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

Snape would have the rest of July,
when he would brew Poppy’s list for the infir-
mary. He would have August, his last blessed
month of freedom to finish his private proj-

ects before the arrival of the dunderheads. Then the
latest scion of that rotten stock would be swaggering
through the halls of what had been to Snape both
haven and prison for so many quiet years.

He glared at the calendar, resenting it. With nightmare

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

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

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




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

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

Climbing a staircase and stalking quickly down a hall,
Snape scowled at the worst offenders, a gaggle of shrill voiced
witches forever celebrating Beltane. One of them, the sultry,
buxom one with flaming tresses, always made eyes at him

when he passed. Today she blew him a sympathetic kiss. He

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

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

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

“Puir wee laddie,” she said, utterly without sympathy, catching

the latest parchment escaping from the Quill, and waving it off
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in the proper direction. “Wayward things. | sometimes wonder if

did not respond, and felt like lashing out as they commented

S
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on his weakness for red hair.

Minerva was working on the Hogwarts letters today. She
had said as much at breakfast. Like himself, she did not spend
the whole of the summer at the school, but was back and

forth as her duties demanded. Not like Sprout, engrossed in

her gardens for the entire time. No, Minerva had just returned

for the letters.

the Quill wants these children here at all”

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

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

“Only The Child-of-Destiny-Who-Lived-to-Rule-All-Hogwarts.

Can you imagine how spoiled rotten he is?”
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She had worked out a system that had served her well for “I have met Draco Malfoy,” she replied, peering over her

s

years. Obviously, she did not write each letter herself, but had glasses, brows raised.
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the Hogwarts Quill produce them en masse from a template. Snape scoffed, watching the owls catch each whizzing

All the birds of the owlery hovered nearby, ready to deliver letter in unfailing talons. “He’s bound to be worse.”

the letters throughout Magical Britain. A letter fluttered by, and Snape was distracted by it.




Black was a killer—a violent sociopath without any regard for the
lives of others. If his homicidal tendencies had been nipped in the
bud, back in those dreadful school years... Well, as far as he was
concerned, those unnecessary deaths lay directly at the Head-

master’s door. Dumbledore had viewed Black’s attack on Snape’s

Minerva was quiet for a moment, letting another piece of parch-
E g > : life as a merry prank gone wrong. Snape had known better then,

ment fly, and then remarked, “I'm not too sure of that. Who knows
s and did not mind being proved to have been right all along.

what those wretched muggles he lives with have done to him?”
% Nonetheless, Black had been the Potter child’s guardian, and

“Lily’s sister and her husband. | daresay they dote on him.”
i g with his incarceration, Albus had stepped in, and placed the child

“Possibly. Possibly not. I told Albus—" she scowled and van- | ) | LB ) P :
not with any of his eager wizarding relations, but with Lily Potter’s

ished another splotch of green. “—I1 told him that | had taken
;i J muggle sister. No one had seen him since, other than a few push-

a look at them, and that they were the worst sort of muggle—
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ing gawkers. No doubt it was intended to keep the boy safe, but

smug and suburban and small-minded. Scarcely a book in the
g | Snape wondered, judging from his own experience, if life in the
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house, and the two of them slobberi thei little b
Ouse, andie o SHEem siebbering over Snelr own I muggle world was really a good thing for any wizarding child.

in a very unhealthy way. It all gave me a very bad feeling”

“The idea of Harry Potter here gives me a very bad feeling. |

Curious in spite of himself, he asked, “Does Albus visit the boy?”

A letter flew by, and Snape snorted at the address:
daresay Albus had his reasons.”

“Well, obviously the boy’s godfather—” She paused, and a Drace 77’[&%
The Sneen Rovm. (Tl NOTCalleo He /V’M/J%
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quick flash of misery spread over her stern face, and was just
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as quickly overcome.

“Quite,” Snape replied after a moment of deep and holy satis-
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faction. The murderer Sirius Black was safely in Azkaban, where
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he belonged, and where he could threaten no one else. It had “No,” Minerva replied, with a disapproving scowl. “No one

taken the lives of thirteen muggles and his friend Pettigrew to con- has been allowed to visit. | asked if | might, a few years back,

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

summoned it.

Tre €. Undes he Slaira

N 4, Privel Dhive

Littte %74/”7’ Ju/z/te?

Snape’s eyes widened. What’s this?

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

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

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

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

you're slacking off.”

“Do you read the addresses as you work?”

“I hardly have time!”

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

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

wardrobe on occasion and he disliked small spaces to this




day. He thought more seriously about his memories of Petu-
nia: how unpleasant she had been to him personally, and how
bitter and jealous of Lily she became over the years.

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

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

“What? Of course not. | visit the muggleborn children per-

sonally.” She jerked her chin, indicating a small stack of enve-

lopes on the desk. “Otherwise we’d never hear from them.

Where would they find an owl?”

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

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

“The thought never crossed my mind.”

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

filled with warm purple wax and promptly punched with a

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps my appearance might be salutary.”

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

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

“I dislike everyone.”

“Don't be too intimidating, Severus.”

“I shall be exactly as intimidating as | need to be.”

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

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

He frowned, and gave her a considering nod. He picked up
the letter adain, careful to keep the address from Minerva, and
thrust it into a pocket. His lips quirked, remembering himself as
a wide-eyed small boy, holding the hand of a small, equally wide-
eyed Lily. It was a precious memory, carefully guarded from the
dgreatest practitioners of Legilimancy. The smiled curdled a little.
It should have been James Potter who took his small son to see
the wizarding world for the first, ravishing, glorious, unbelievable
time. How Potter would have strutted down the Alley, waving at
his friends, making grand entrances as he showed off his heir at
all the shops. Snape pictured father and son lingering over the

Quidditch supplies. But James Potter was dead, and would be roll-

ing—no, thrashing—in his grave to see himself replaced by his

hated enemy. The thought made him feel a trifle giddy.
“Yes,” he answered aloud, feeling cheerful for the first time

in weeks. “I can think of no one better.”
(OJOJOJOIOIO)]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

important that someone else understand this process—"

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

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

He did not want Snape to retrieve the Potter boy. That much
was clear. However, he did not want to forbid him outright, since
that would be impolitic, as Minerva had already agreed. Despite

his fair words, his demeanor was clearly meant to discourage. In

this situation, it roused Snape’s curiosity. Was there something

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

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

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

The one that will vanquish the Dark Lord approaches...
The juicy roast beef tasted of dust and ashes. Despite Dumb-

ledore’s dire predictions, Snape personally believed that the

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

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

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

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

fully, seeming to be uninterested, even slightly contemptuous

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

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

Dumbledore appeared to be nearly finished with his pas-
tries. The remains of the overloaded plate of sugary dainties

made Snape a little queasy, as he contemplated the smeared

gobbets of brown and red and pale green. It reminded him of

the aftermath of an Entrail-Expelling Curse.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

acquaintance and a noisy children’s party in darkest Surrey.
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himself to forget the mundane, soul-

crushing ugliness of the muggle world,

it somehow forced itself on his notice.

Snape’s journey to find young Potter

was not short. The Headmaster had

not offered him the use of his office floo, and

Snape was forced to take the walk beyond the

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

—Little Whinging, he shuddered. What

an unspeakably awful name. The fact that

Petunia would consent to live in a place so

designated spoke volumes about her.

There’s no accounting for lack of taste.

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

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

“Bugder off, Dracula!”

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

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

Unfortunately, there were so many muggle worlds: the
World of Muggle Academics, the World of the Country Gentry,
the World of Working Folk, the World of Layabouts on the
Dole. One never knew into which muggle world one might
be precipitously hurled. Snape was now confronted with the
World of Unregenerate Youth, and the muggle version was
far more uncouth than anything the wizarding world had
spawned. They bellowed and screeched and belched and
farted. Their conversation was composed almost entirely of

obscenities. When they swaggered out of the train, not know-

ing whom they had offended, Snape thought wistfully of what

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

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

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

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

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

This was the World of the Respectable Middle-Class. Oh,
very respectable indeed. It was one of the muggle worlds in
which he did not feel quite at home. Neat, anonymous houses

stood like soldiers at attention, each with a scrap of painfully

tidy lawn. Snape supposed he could have worn something

more formal, but his funds did not run to bespoke suits. If he

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

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

Number Four was before him. There was no sign of a party,

unless the three boys roughhousing in the front garden repre-
sented one. The smallest, however, clearly was not dressed for
festivities, and was digging weeds out of the humdrum flower-
bed. The other two boys were kicking pea gravel into his face as

he worked. Snape scowled, seeing the child’s dark hair and the

ragged, oversized shirt. In his own childhood he had been humil-
iated by the ugly second-hand smocks his mother had given

him to wear. A pureblood herself, she had never quite grasped

muggle style, and had not understood how it pained her son to

look ridiculous. She had not even understood that he did.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t call me that, freak!” The plastic box was smashed over

the child’s dark head, and there was an ominous crack. Fat Boy

looked at his box in dismay, and ran howling into Number Four.
“Mum! Mum! The freak broke my Game Boy!” Rat Boy scurried
after him, adding his shouts to the insufferable noise. The small
kneeling boy rubbed his head with one hand, and held himself
upright with the other.
Horrible foreboding trickled down Snape’s spine. He
crossed the perfect green lawn, made so no doubt by vile

muggle pesticides that killed anything but grass.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Better than here.”

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

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

“Dudley Dursley,” Snape muttered, thinking about it. That was
Petunia’s son? Snape had not been invited to the Evans home
after his disastrous fifth year, but he managed to hear news
about the family long afterwards. Petunia had married a young
businessman, and gossip further indicated that her prospec-

tive groom was—what was the word?—"stocky?” “robust?”

“big-boned?” “well-set-up?” Snape could not recall the man’s

first name, and wished he had quizzed Minerva before rush-
ing away. At any rate, Mr Dursley was apparently at work and
would not interfere with his conversation with Petunia.

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

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

Dursley. Do you know them?”

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

The green eyes lit with delight. Snape found himself having

to repress a smile.

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

This was asked with some uncertainty. Snape wondered
what Petunia had said about her. Very firmly, he answered,

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

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

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

Another smile, somewhat bewildered. “You know it's my

birthday?”
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Snape raised an eyebrow. “Obviously.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ridiculously by the lenses. “That was brilliant! So | can learn




to be a witch and do things like that?”

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

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

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

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

Snape frowned. “It could not have been your fault. You

shouldn'’t ‘get in trouble’ for such a thing.”

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

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

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

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

“You—talked to the snake?”

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

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

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

ROK.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is it now?” Snape asked impatiently.

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

Aflick of Snape’s wand, and dandelions, thistles, and sorrel

flew out of the ground, roots and all. Another flick, and the

weeds vanished completely.

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

really know a lot!”

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

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

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

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

would look like one in a grey uniform.”

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

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

“Crikey, no! Not if | can learn magic instead!” Harry added,
“Mind you, | wasn’t exactly upset at the idea of going to a differ-
ent school. Dudley and his mates always bullied anybody who
wanted to be my friend. And | got into trouble if | ever made
better marks than Dudley, so | learned not to do that quick smart.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

E YEARS Snape saw, had been

no kinder to Petunia than to himself. She
had always been a scraggy, gawky girl, much
taller than Lily. Snape had fancied that matu-
rity and motherhood might have softened
her a little, especially in a household where
the child was so blatantly overfed.

Such was not the case. Even had her

expression not been one of fear and loath-

ing, which Snape considered just about

the least attractive on a human face, she

) would not have been called “soft” The bones at

jaw and cheekbone and wrist stood out like razors.

Her hard, hateful look shifted downward to her

nephew, and Snape felt the boy recoil. When Petu-

nia glanced back up at him, Snape easily caught a

complacent image of bashing at the boy with an iron

frying pan. He stared back, remembering an episode

with his drunken muggle father and an empty bottle of
gin. He took a threatening step forward.

Petunia squealed and backed away, stumbling. “Dudley

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

“But Mum—" Dudley whined.

She made a dash for her purse, and fumbled for some
money. She pressed it into her son’s hand, and screeched,
“Out! Get out! I don’t want you exposed to these freaks!” She
slapped the television off, and placed herself between the
back door and Snape, guarding Dudley’s retreat.

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

Even Dudley seemed a little surprised at such bounty, but

he did not stay to protect his mother from this unwelcome

guest. He and Piers were already planning the rest of their

afternoon. The boys exited out the back door, laughing, while
Petunia’s eyes remained fixed on Snape.
Hearing the door slam, she relaxed a little, and shouted,
“He won'’t go to that place! | won't have it!”

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

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

“His fees are already paid,” Snape countered. He was not

sure it was true, but he did not want to tell Petunia anything

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Snape kept his gaze on the terrified Petunia. “Don’t say a

word,” he hissed. His wand was in his hand, and felt good

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Immobilus!”

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

'”

“l want to learn that one

“All in good time, Mr Potter. First, | want to make some arrange-

ments about your living conditions. Is the cupboard really the
only place for you? Why couldn’t you share your cousin’s room?”
On second thought, he entirely understood Harry’s look of
horror at that idea. Snape hastily went on, “Or is there an spare
room—or an attic—or something that would be better than this?”

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

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

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

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

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

various cleaning fluids and heavy muggle perfumes under-
laid with the inevitable, faint trace of the house’s occupants.

Snape had an extremely keen sense of smell—an essential
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aid in potions-making—and he knew without meeting the

man that he was not going to like Vernon Dursley.

The boy was willing enough to give him the Grand Tour.
“That’s Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon’s room. I'm not allowed
in there—not even to clean.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Your cousin has a second bedroom?”

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

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

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

The boy was walking away.

“There’s more?” Snape asked.

“The guest room, sir.” Harry opened a closed door.
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