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Cousins
If one had looked out across the field, they would have seen a beautiful woman, sweating and panting as she tried to pull her mind together, facing off against two beings in black. Pure black. Hoods, robes, shoes, all black, and she obviously knew what they were. She tried one last time to get away from them, knowing that it was her cursed family name that had brought her to this point. The Dark Lord wanted to send a message to her younger brother, Lucius, for being such an arrogant prick. So he had chosen her to be the message.
No one was immune from his powers.
She knew that if she didn't manage to get out of there, she'd die in that field. Her body might not lay there for long, but she would be dead. Everything she and her family had ever stood for was a lie. And now she was a message waiting to be delivered if she couldn't apparate out of there. She gathered her meager powers one last time and focused on finding the biggest spot of energy she could, as far away as possible. She felt some power touch hers and it soothed her. It was dark, but not the Dark Lord. She could go there. She apparated away without a second's hesitation. Anywhere was better than here.
It took so long to get there, the scenery she passed amazing her. She was crossing an ocean now, she could barely see it outside of her travel field. It ended in a small city, then moved on to cover plains and mountains, landing her in the middle of a deserted building. She fell to her knees as the pain hit her, gasping for breath, hoping and praying that nothing there would attack her yet. She could hear things moving around below her, but that was all right, she could handle herself. She still had her wand and she could probably pull off enough magic to do an obscurity charm. As soon as the pain subsided, she forced herself to stand up and look around. She was in a library. A deserted and crumbly looking one, but a library nonetheless. She touched the essence of magic that had helped her and mentally swore. No wonder it had been so dark.
"A Hellmouth, how wonderful," she said in derision. She checked around, she couldn't feel any other magic in the area. Not even her own. She had found the perfect cover. Now all she needed to do was to set up a place to hide and establish an identity here while she recovered. Hopefully she would be able to go back home someday, if the Dark Lord didn't destroy her family for her daring to escape. She pulled her robes around her and walked out of the school, unaware that she had left some blood there.
It was pulled through the floor, sucked in by the sentient beast that had helped bring her there. The one she carried would be its, it would make sure of it. The Hellmouth extended enough power to tell the other magic users in the area to beware of her and to leave her alone, casting a spell around her to insulate her from the majority of the creatures living there. Yes, the one she carried would do wonderfully. Someday, it would have a guardian and it would have a champion. Possibly not in the way it wanted, it knew that humans were unpredictable, but the child would at least keep the balance and possibly even work in its favor. It settled in to wait, keeping her unaware of her new child until her seventh month. When she finally had to drop the illusion spell on her and realized what had happened. She screamed and ranted, but the Hellmouth simply smiled and settled in to wait. In the meantime, it decided to spiff up itself, make itself more attractive so more creatures and humans would want to come and live in its influence, feeding it their emotions and personal energy for however long it lived in its proximity.
Life was good.
*** Eighteen Years Later, Summer Before Her Son's Last Year of School ***
The woman looked down at her poor son, stroking his hand as the blood ran into his body, trying hard not to look at the bandages on his arms and throat. She didn't want to think how many vampires there had been, nor did she want to think about how her son had gotten free. It mystified her sometimes. Her son's energy was so warped that the only place he could function magically was here. She had tried to leave once, but her Alexander had gotten deathly ill so she had brought him back, understanding now why she had been allowed to escape to this pretty prison. Her son was tainted by the Hellmouth and there wasn't anything she could do to protect him. Not even his friends could protect him now.
Imagine that, her son and a Slayer. She nearly snorted in disgust. How very common. She noticed her son coming around and smiled down at him as soon as his eyes were opened. "Son, I'm going to give you a short vacation," she whispered. He shook his head slowly. "There's nothing you can do this summer. The powers have vacuumed themselves into a hole, which you helped solve. I'm very proud of you, but I think you'll want to talk to someone about the questions you'll need answered.
"Mom," Xander groaned. "I hate traveling. I always get sick."
"I know, Xander. This time will be different. I've talked to your uncle. He'll have special potions for you to take and I'll be sending you with the key ingredient that he'll need to help you." She brushed some of his dark hair, his father's only legacy on him, out of his face. "Just for the summer. I know you won't be able to attend school in the normal way, even though I still am pissed at you for falling behind."
"Mom!" he whined.
"I know, son, everything." He flinched. "I'm not mad. Surprised, as I'm sure my family will be, but not mad at you for it. How else would a force of chaos live on a Hellmouth but to keep it balanced?" She smiled sadly. "You'll be leaving as soon as you get out. I'll make the appropriate excuses to Willow."
"Can I ask about her?"
His mother frowned. She had no idea what was going on with that girl, and knew that there were serious issues that her son hadn't shared with her once she had said she didn't have any idea about how a new witch was formed here without being tainted by the power. "If you must," she agreed finally. "Be careful though. You cannot trust my brother or his wife. His son I'm not sure of either." Xander nodded slowly, wincing the whole time. "You rest and get better, I'll pack for you." She stood up and kissed him on the forehead. "I'm proud, even if you do die from all this hunting rubbish." She swept out of the room, leaving him in peace until his friends got there.
As soon as she got home, she fired up the fireplace, ignoring her husband's calls. She hated him. He was mere camouflage, but he thought he was more. The times he got drunk and demanding were getting more frequent and she despised them even more than she did him. She would have to obliviate him again soon she knew, just to make sure he didn't realize what he had in her. Her brother's face filled the fireplace. "Lucius, I need to send my son to you for a few weeks," she said quietly.
"Why? Is he in trouble?"
"He needs to talk with knowledgeable people about certain matters. Plus there's the matter of why he's fallen behind in his schoolwork."
"Why can't he attend school like everyone else?" he sneered.
"Because he's part of the Hellmouth's energy," she admitted finally. Her brother blanched paler than he had ever been in his life. "That's why we had to set up the correspondence classes. His taint is such that you'll need to prepare a lot of healing potion and I'll be sending some native soil with him to make sure he'll be fine." She leaned closer. "If you do not take care of my son and help him with what he needs, and possibly convince him to stop his bad habits, I will make *sure* that everyone knows exactly how you got Narcissa pregnant and how far the taint of the Dark goes in you. Are we clear?" Her brother nodded, that wasn't something he wanted to be put around. "Can you suggest someone like Severus Snape to talk to him without arousing undo suspicion?"
"I can and will immediately. When is he coming over? How old is he by the way?"
"He's just now eighteen, by a few weeks." She smiled. "He'll be graduating next year."
"Hopefully from his magical education as well," he sneered. "Why did you put him into the muggle school system there anyway? It's very unseemly for a wizard, even an odd and unusual one, to not go to *our* sort of schools! Lucretia, you had no business sending him to a *muggle* institution!"
"The Hellmouth is under his present school," she said quietly. "It enrolled him, not me."
"Does it talk now?" he sneered.
"No, it has minions who fill out paperwork and mail things for it," she said coldly. He flinched again. "My son was attacked by at least six vampires last night, Lucius, and I want him safe while he heals. Will you or will you not do so? If not, I'm sure Headmaster Dumbledore would *adore* seeing my boy for a few weeks."
"I will," he said grudgingly. "I can use the boy to test my own son's outlook on life."
"Whatever," she said, cutting the connection. She would have to do something about her brother some day, preferably soon so she could go back to civilization. This town was not for her, even with her son's protection. The minute he died, she would no longer be safe and would have to run for home. Hopefully to take over the family house after her brother died. She sat herself down to watch the night flow past, thinking those happy thoughts. Her husband called out again and she pulled her wand, sending a painful wash of power his way. Yes, the Hellmouth was useful for covering up what she did, but it was more deadly than the Dark Lord if it got pissed.
*** Five Days Later ***
Xander dropped the portkey as soon as he landed, shaking out the numbness in his hand. "That sucks ass," he decided, walking up to knock on the door. A small thing with big ears, big feet, and a funny face opened the door. "Are you demonic?" he asked it. The house elf shook it's head slowly. "Then can you please show me to where my Uncle is supposed to be waiting on me? I'm Xander."
"This way," it squeaked. The Master had been in a frightful temper over this one. She would go into hiding until the boy left, staying out of the way as much as possible. She opened the study's door and ran away.
Xander walked in and looked around, whistling. "And I thought the Watcher's library was extensive." The woman on the couch gave him a disgusted look. "Oh, buck up, I'm only here for a short visit," he sneered at her. She rolled her eyes and sipped at whatever was in her tea cup.
"Crucio," Lucius muttered, but nothing happened.
"Oh, yeah, mom said to tell you that none of those pain-type spells work on me, Uncle Lucius. Something about the taint and the Hellmouth not liking them. It thinks that they're juvenile and useless or something." He shrugged and grinned. Then he pulled out a small baggie and handed it over. "Mom said you need the soil from as close to the Hellmouth as possible so here you go. Hopefully I don't have to ingest it this year." Lucius stood there stunned. "Did it backfire?" he asked worriedly. "I've had a few spells bounce off me recently and I *know* it can't be pleasant. Though it was kinda funny seeing one of us as a vamp since the A-K he sent at me didn't work all that well and it kept flashing back at him, which only served to piss his demon off further, so we went round and round for nearly an hour until I got tired of it and summoned up a small dust storm to pick up some broken shards of wood, which of course dusted him and made his friends *really* pissy, hence me being here after being attacked." He took a deep breath. "Can I go rest? I'm really sick from the trip over. That portkey crap is annoying."
Narcissa stood up and looked up at the boy. "You talk too much," she chided, giving him a short and cold hug.
"Yay, that's me." He grinned at her. "Be thankful I'm not *your* relative."
She nodded. "I am. Your mentor will be here tomorrow. I can show you to your room so you can get settled in while Lucius settles down." She led him up the stairs, noticing he only had the one bag. "She didn't send you with much."
"I outgrew everything this year. She sent me with money if you'd agree to take me shopping," he offered. "No robes though, I can't wear them at home."
"I understand," she said quietly. "What is living on a Hellmouth like?"
"Constant danger of being eaten, killed, slayed, or icked by something, not to mention boring in classes, fighting for your life most nights, and then there's the ever-so-fun world of dating for me. I don't know how the adults do it yet," he said with a shrug.
She nodded. "I see. Do calm yourself. There's no need for you to be so hyper."
"Sorry, I had Cocoa Puffs for breakfast."
"It's nearly dinner," she said with a frown.
"Ten hour time difference," he reminded her.
"Ah, yes, I had forgotten about that," she said with a cold smirk. "Draco!" He reopened his door, she had caught sight of him peeking out. "This is your cousin, Alexander."
"Xander," he corrected, shaking the boy's hand. "How's it hangin'?"
"Fine," Draco said with an obviously confused look. "We have American relatives?"
"Your daddy's sister escaped some idiot Death Eaters with the help of my Hellmouth," Xander told him with a shrug. "She realized she was carrying me around seven months." He grinned. "What do you do for fun?"
"Not much around here," Draco told him. He looked at his mother, who nodded. "I can show you around the grounds once you're settled if you want."
"Coolness. I never get to wander around outside these days. It sucks to be me sometimes." His aunt showed him to a nice guest suite, decorated in early 'don't touch that' and lace. He was quickly settled in and walked back out to meet his cousin. "So, what's your name again?"
Draco looked him over. "Where are your robes?"
"I can't wear them in Sunnydale so my mother doesn't buy me any," Xander told him.
"How odd. Isn't it a wizarding town?"
Xander snorted. "Oh, do you have a lot to learn about Sunnydale. Tell you what, you show me around, I'll tell you about my town of Hell. Maybe you can visit next summer or something."
"Absolutely not!" Lucius called up the stairs.
Xander and Draco walked down together. "Why not?" Xander asked. "We make it safe enough and we'll gladly watch out for him."
"He has other things to accomplish next summer," Lucius said with a frown. "You can tell your mother I said that."
"Okay, I will. Would you mind calming down before you burst a vein or something? You look like you're about to stroke out." He tugged on Draco's sleeve. "Show me around the gardens. I could use some fresh air."
Draco walked him outside, still looking quite confused. "I didn't know I had an aunt," he said as an opener.
"Lucretia is your dad's older sister," Xander explained. He nodded at a small path. "That way?"
"If you'd like. It leads to the more formal gardens. Or we could head through the woods to the better walking path if you wanted more solitude to tell me what's going on."
Xander grinned at him. "Any creatures in the woods?"
"Merlin, no!" he said in disgust. "What sort of wizards do you take us for?"
Xander chuckled. "Dude, I'm living on a Hellmouth, expect me to ask that question a lot." He followed his cousin down the walking path, smiling at the solitude and comfort he felt. "Someone loved in these woods once."
"How can you tell?"
"Easy. It's the feel of the magic here." He looked at his cousin. "Back to the hard stuff. Your dad decided to be a shit to his Lord and Master before I was born. I was probably about three months along by then if it matters to the story. Anyway, my mother was going to be the warning to your father, a straighten up or end up like her sort of warning. She said she was fighting two Death Eaters and was desperate because she was tired, about out of spells to cast, and she was never very powerful to begin with. So she did a last ditch effort to apparate out of harm's way. My Hellmouth called out to her *all* the way from California and helped her join it. Once we were there, it decided it liked me so it tainted me. I'm not a true wizard like you." Draco stopped and looked at him so Xander stopped and grinned at him. "I'm a little bit too chaotic to be a normal wizard. My powers don't work all that well when I'm not at home. I'm allowed to tell you this because I know that I can still kick your ass, one way or another."
"How would you do that?" Draco asked carefully.
"See, I work with a Slayer." Draco paled. "I see you get my point?" The other boy nodded and Xander smiled. "Good. Saves me some trouble later on. Oh, before you get bright ideas like your father, I should warn you that magic warps around me. Pain spells don't work on me. Healing spells don't really work on me. And things start going wonky if I'm in the same place for over a month and it's not home."
"That's why you weren't sent back to attend school?" Draco asked, stepping closer.
Xander nodded. "I'm taking correspondence courses. I'm a year behind," he admitted with a sigh, "but that's not really my fault. I'm doing the normal muggle education thing, plus those studies, plus slaying since last year. I'm just happy to be able to sleep some days." He snorted. "Anyway, I'm over here to ask some pertinent questions of someone who'd know the answers, get my school stuff straightened out, and to heal from my last attack."
"You were attacked?"
Xander pulled off his jacket and turtleneck, showing off his multitude of new scars. "Yeah, I was attacked. Vampire wizard and his buddies, who got a bit pissed at me because I wouldn't die." Draco reached out but drew his hand back. "You can touch. They replaced almost all my blood that night." One warm finger touched a deep red bite mark. "That was the worst one," Xander said quietly, looking into his silver eyes. "That was a frustration bite when I wouldn't die from a curse. A-King me doesn't work at all." He stepped back and put on his shirt. "End of the whole sorry tale. You?"
"I'm not more than I seem," Draco told him. "Only heir to the family name. Son number one and only. I play quidditch. You do know what that is?"
"My mother told me about it," Xander said with a shrug. "I'm not very sports-like and I don't have great balance. She tried to put me on her broom once but I fell off a number of times and she's never had the greatest amount of patience with me." He grinned. "What do you play?"
"Seeker. Captain of my house team. Were you sorted?"
"Nope. No real reason to since I can't attend school without it falling in on all our heads." He shrugged. "It works well enough I guess. It'd be nice to have other students to help me when I get stuck in Charms, or in Transfiguration, or even Potions, but I manage to muddle through under my mother's watchful gaze and all the stuff I send back to your school."
"Why aren't you going somewhere closer?"
"Because the top school in the US is for girls, and the rest won't accept a Malfoy," Xander said simply. "Your daddy ruined it for many of us."
"I see." Draco mentally shrugged. "What do you do with this Slayer?"
"Buffy? I guess it depends on the day. I fight, poorly, I follow. I hunt. I help. I get into trouble and need help." He shook his head. "My life's not fun, but I've learned to accept some of the worst strangeness in it. I helped send a vampire to hell the other day. Buffy wasn't going to be able to do it herself so I messed with the message. He went with his soul intact. Another one of the questions I need to ask. I really should be making a list."
"If you think it'd help," Draco said, looking at him funnily. He reached over and stopped his cousin. "Are you having me on?"
Xander shook his head. "Nope. I wish I was, but I'm not. You can ask your father if you want, my mom gave him some information, but I'm not sure how much."
"You work with a slayer?"
"I've actually worked with two slayers. One of them came back to life, but there was a second on the way. Kendra was pretty cool."
"Was she before or after this Buffy?"
"During. Buffy came back from the dead."
"Oh." He blinked a few times. "How?"
"CPR. You breath for them until they do it on their own. You make their hearts work until theirs start working again. She drowned and I brought her back."
"Do you use a wand?" Draco asked. Xander grimaced. "I ask because you're not exactly like anything I've ever met before."
Xander snickered as he pulled his wand. "Ebony wood, nine inches, with a dragon scale core."
Draco took it to look at it. Then he looked at his cousin, frowning. "You let me take your wand. Don't you know how stupid that was?"
Xander stretched out a hand and a tree branch came down, hitting his cousin in the head. "The Hellmouth protects me," he said dryly. "I'm not the alpha you are, Draco, but I'm not the bitch of the pack either. I have my own pack and I play by different rules. You're not that scary and neither is your father compared to some of the creatures we've run into."
Draco handed back the wand. "Thank you for being honest at least," he said with a trademark family smirk. Xander matched him. "Why do you have dark hair?"
"Because my father had it."
"Who was he?"
"Damned if I know. Mom won't say. All I know is that my stepfather is an annoyance and this little trip is keeping me from kicking his ass this summer." He shrugged and grinned again. "So, what's it like actually studying magic in a classroom? The kitchen table probably isn't the same."
"No, it's probably not," Draco said, filing away all the information he had learned. Maybe something in there would help him someday soon, maybe not, but this was a fascinating case. The boy was a pure-blood, and wasn't right in the head obviously, but he was strong. The magic surrounding him felt like a shield. He'd have to ask his father some very careful questions later.
***
Xander slugged back the potion with a grimace. "Eww, hellmouth dirt," he said in disgust. "Can't I be over that need already?"
"Your mother said you weren't," Lucius told him, looking over his clothes. "Why aren't you wearing a robe?"
"Because I can't wear them at home and mom doesn't buy them for me," Xander explained yet again. "Remember, I have to live and hide among muggles. That means I get to adopt muggle fashions and hide in them."
"That shirt is blinding," Draco said from the other side of the table. His father looked at him so he shoveled food into his mouth.
"Yeah, well, mom says it's a problem that some wizards have with muggle clothes. We go for the bright and the gaudy for some reason. She's never said why." He dished himself out some eggs. "Am I meeting with my advisor today?"
"He'll be here this afternoon," Lucius agreed. He looked at his wife, who was watching the strange boy. She sent him a silent command to ask the boy. "Xander, I noticed last night at dinner that you don't use your wand."
Xander put down the plate of ham and looked at his uncle. "My wand is with me, but I've learned not to rely on it outside of my Hellmouth. Things go funny when I use my magic off my home turf."
"Such as?" Narcissa asked.
"Such as, when I went to Hogwarts to be checked over for attendance as a ten-year-old, the dungeons shook on their foundations. Such as all the animals in the pens for Care of Magical Creatures started to panic because I was blowing bubble gum and not using any magic at all." She nodded slowly. "It's not dangerous, I promise. I can control it better now. I usually take a week off to go practice outside of town somewhere safe. It only gets worse after a month's time and I'm not planning on being here that long. I left my Hellmouth with a missing slayer and a newly awakened witch as a guardian. I'm going back as soon as I get some questions answered and get some of my classwork straightened out."
"How are you sending assignments back?" Draco asked.
"The Headmaster set up a system so I overnight them to the Watcher's Council and someone there sends them on to the school by whatever means you guys use."
"No owls then?" Draco asked.
"Mom's got eaten within a year. She tried to buy a new one but it basically ran away and never came back. It's easier and faster this way."
"I see," Lucius said. "Why haven't I heard of this before?"
"Because my mother thinks you're the biggest prat this side of Voldemort and she wants you dead, rotting, and cut up into tiny pieces so she can roast you?" Xander suggested in his most pleasant tone. "You nearly got the both of us killed, she really doesn't like you anymore, if she ever did."
"Xander," Narcissa warned. "We do not say his name in this house."
Xander smiled at her. "What makes you think he'd want me anyway? I'm more of a danger to him than I am to you guys since the chaos only increases when I get pissed, scared, or angry."
"I'll be sure to remember that," Lucius said dryly. "Eat, boy."
"I'm not a dog, but I am hungry, thank you, Uncle Lucius." He dug in, only pausing to pour himself some milk. He noticed one of the little creatures running on the other side of the table to refill a bowl. "Are they demonic or dangerous?"
"House elves?" Draco asked. He frowned and thought about it. "I'm not sure where they came from originally so they may well be demonic, but they're not dangerous. They're scared of us."
"Which means that they'll jump when a better offer comes along," Xander pointed out.
"Yes, but they *need* us," Draco told him. "Don't you have servants?"
"We're supposedly middle class and your father only trickles my mother's trust fund to her every now and then." He smiled coldly at his uncle. "The next time you make me go without food, I'm coming back and bringing my mother." Lucius shuddered. "She did ask me to ask you nicely to release her trust fund. Would you mind terribly doing so?" he asked in his best Bond accent.
Lucius growled at him. "We'll see. She is married to a muggle."
"For cover," Xander agreed. "She has to obliviate him often because he gets drunk and demanding. Those are some really spectacular fights by the way." He ate some more of his breakfast.
Narcissa coughed. "Why does your mother hate him so, Xander?"
"Because she was going to be a 'straighten up or die too' message from his Lord and Master," Xander said, pointing his fork at her husband. "She was attacked by a few Death Eaters so her lifeless body could be dropped on your doorstep. Fortunately, my Hellmouth decided that she'd be perfect. It says something when she'd rather join forces with a mystical convergence of chaos energy than to come to her own family. Or at least it does to me."
Narcissa lifted her chin. "You don't approve?"
"I have no idea how you are, but your husband and I will one day have words," he said with a smile. "After all, if it wasn't for him and his desire to screw the Dark Lord's mistress, I might have been a normal wizard being raised by my real father, who I still don't know." Narcissa nodded, she could understand that. "The way I see it, I'm supposed to be equal to your son and I'm not." Draco snorted. "How old are you?" he asked his cousin.
"I'll be eighteen in a few weeks," Draco told him stiffly.
"I turned eighteen five weeks ago," Xander pointed out. "And my mother is the oldest child."
Draco glared at his father, who shrugged it off. "Life happens to the best of us," Draco said glibly.
"Hmm, it does, doesn't it," Xander said, smiling as a tray flew up and hit his cousin on the head. "Sorry. Lost my temper."
"Boys," Narcissa said gently. "Stop it." Xander shoveled more food into his mouth. "Thank you. Xander, you are quite correct. Should my husband offer to take you in and treat you as the heir you are, would you release your hatred of him?"
Xander laughed bitterly. "How would he do that, Aunt Narcissa? By me taking that healing potion every day? It only works for a three-month span! I'm forever trapped on my Hellmouth because of your husband and his reckless disregard of other people's things. I could care less about him. Frankly, I see in Draco some of my own sterling qualities so I might spare him, but if it *ever* came down to a fight between me and your husband, you're going to be a widow for all the *shit* I've been through because of him."
"Xander!" Lucius said hotly.
"Oh, fucking yay," he said in that same bitter, cold tone. "Do you know what it's like to stake your best friend? Or how about to be the target of bullies because some mystical energy thinks it's funny? Or even how about this one, how about you get tortured by vampires for the sake of them trying to get your energy apart, but also because they can drag your limp body back home and be forgiven and reaccepted supposedly. I may not be the best fighter or the most gifted in magic, but I am the most stubborn and the most willing to die to see everything you hold dear shattered and crumbled under my feet. So please stay out of my way and I'll be leaving as soon as possible. If you can't do that, then please send me to someone who can put me up for a few weeks or send me to an inn so I can plan and talk in peace and safety." He sneered at him, making his uncle flinch. "By the way, if you had planned on a surprise visit from your Lord and Master, don't. Because I will lose my temper and kill someone who's not made his choice yet." He pointed at Draco. "And I know you'd hate to have everything go to my mother and I."
"Why didn't she have more children?" Draco asked, blatantly changing the subject. He was uneasy and unsettled at the moment and he wanted time to examine his feelings. He had never seen his father be scared of anyone before, and the fact that he was related to this boy, this unstable wizard, was disturbing his sense of normalcy.
"She tried. The Hellmouth sent a few creatures after her both times to attack her. It only wanted me and the other three or four wizards hiding on it are to leave my mother alone because of me. They know this. Even the good guy hiding out," he sighed. "It's depressing in so many ways. My mother had to give up *everything*, Draco. Can you even imagine that?" His cousin shook his head. "Until you can imagine it, or until you know, you have no idea why I'm so mad at your father and you never will."
"I'll release her trust to her," Lucius told him.
"Yay, money. And she'll do what with it?" Xander asked him. "Buy a bigger house? Bring attention to herself? Get captured and still die because of your boss?" He shrugged. "Bring it on. I'm sure she's more than ready to give up instead of living this way." He pushed back his chair. "I'm going to head out to the woods and enjoy there being no creatures around that I have to try and kill. Send Draco to come get me when my advisor comes, please." He walked off, looking dejected and depressed.
Narcissa saw the pain in her son's eyes. "He'll never fit in here," she said quietly. "Not even if we could compensate for his warping. He's spent too long over there."
"Maybe that's the problem," Draco told her. "He had to spend all that time over there among *them*. Did you know why he was sent over?" His mother nodded. "How the vampires who had him tortured him for nearly sixteen hours before deciding that they were frustrated because *nothing* they did worked to hurt him?" She dropped her fork. "That's when they decided to try and kill him, because it would get their master back here and supposedly forgiven. All because he was born. And he doesn't know why except for who his mother is." He looked at his father. "You know who his father is?" Lucius nodded. "Would him knowing hurt him more?"
"Probably. His father wouldn't want to recognize him," Lucius told his son. "Tolerate him but do not get close to him."
"Father, you're missing the point. I could have been him if Voldemort hadn't been nearly killed when he did," Draco pointed out calmly. His father tried to hit him. "Don't. You lost that right a long time ago." He stood up. "I'll finish my breakfast in my rooms." He walked off.
Narcissa looked at her husband. "He is right, Lucius. If Voldemort hadn't died, he would have tortured me and I would have had to escape the same way. They're close enough to have Draco been called by the Hellmouth as well." He shook his head. "They are. Ask Severus when he comes later today if you don't believe me. Your nephew was right on a great many things. Possibly even the desire to kill you for all you've put him through."
"I couldn't have stopped him from being born there," Lucius said coldly.
"The Dark Lord was dead by then, Lucius, you could have called her back. It might have made the boy a credit to the family name instead of him having a desire to wipe the family from the Earth." He stood up and stormed off. "How much power could that boy have had if he had been born normal?" she mused. "He might have been the only thing that would have stabilized my son at an early enough age for him to make a good name for himself." She sipped her pumpkin juice. "Then again, he could have still gotten in Draco's way and been a threat to him."
Draco walked back in. "No, he wouldn't have. He might have been close to me, been a friend." He grabbed his plate. "The house elves are all hiding. None came at my bell." He walked away again, leaving his mother to her 'what ifs'. They depressed him and he'd have to make due with this new knowledge and plan how to use it to his own gain. It was all he knew.
***
Severus Snape stood up as the boy was brought in, looking him over as he was looked over himself. "Alexander?"
Xander nodded. "Xander is what I usually go by." He shook the man's hand. "Can we move this to a less populated room? My mother said I was to ask you a lot of questions about things going on in my life that I'm unsure of."
"Such as?"
"Such as, what do I do with an awakening witch on the hellmouth who's my best friend and just stuck a soul the other day," he said quietly.
Severus thought about it. "Yes, this would better be done in private."
"May I listen?" Draco asked. "This is fascinating and one never knows when I might end up there since my cousin has so graciously offered to threaten my life next summer by inviting me for a visit."
"When we get down to school stuff," Xander told him, giving him a smirk. "Until then, there's some things that have to be said among those who already know the problems of Hellmouths."
"Fine," Draco sighed, leaving the room. His mother and father followed him and shut the door.
"Anti-listening charm?" Xander suggested, sitting down across from him.
Severus waved his wand, putting up a barrier to keep Lucius from spying. "Describe this witch to me," he demanded.
"Wiccan." The teacher looked confused. "Earth magic without a wand. Some meditation, a Goddess and a God, some incredible powers on her part. Willow is my best friend, but my mother's had to obliviate her so many times she's sure it's going to stop working soon. Plus there's the problem of she went from levitating a pencil one day to using Gypsy magic to stick a soul back into its vampire."
"Vampire?"
"Vampire. Angelus. She restuck his soul after he lost it."
"Then you work with the current slayer?"
Xander smiled. "Both of them actually." The teacher looked confused. "Buffy died for a few minutes but I brought her back with CPR. It called a second one into being but Buffy's still alive. Kendra was really nice. A little more goal and task oriented than I'm comfy with, but fairly nice and sweet as long as she's not fighting you."
"What do you do in this group?"
"I hunt. I'm the bait. I also get into trouble and occasionally save the day." He grinned sadly. "It's not much of a life, sir."
"You may call me Professor Snape."
"Ah-ha! Then you are the guy who sends me nasty notes about my potions," Xander said happily. "Is part of that because where we have to ship it? I notice that most of them complain about old ingredients."
"It could be," he admitted. "I hadn't thought of that." He sipped his tea. "Is this slaying why you fell behind?" Xander nodded as he reached for his glass of milk on the tray. "You trust them?"
"I'm immune to most poisons because of the Hellmouth," Xander said with a one-sided shrug. "Spells bounce off me, they go wrong, and I continue to survive."
"How do they bounce off you?"
"The most stunning example was a love spell gone wrong," Xander sighed, taking a sip. "What is this?"
"Milk from the cow. It hasn't gone through all those processes you Americans find so necessary," he said with a smirk.
"So the bitter taste is cow hair?"
"Probably a poison," Snape told him.
"Huh. Another mark against my uncle. I'll remember that when I kill him some day." He took another sip. "The love spell was supposed to get my girlfriend to come back to me so I could dump her this time. She dumped me on Valentine's Day after I had blown a lot of money for a present. Instead it got everyone but her and I was running for my life because most of the women grabbed weapons when I wouldn't choose." He finished off his milk and set the glass down. "I've also managed to set a book on fire by reading from it in tenth grade."
"Interesting. Do you cause damage?" Xander chuckled and nodded. "Extreme damage?"
"I've got some control. Mom sends me away for a week each summer so I have to practice my magic outside of town, just in case I have to run for a few months. The worst comes when I lose emotional control."
"That's wise of her," Snape said begrudgingly. "What sort of problems are you having beyond this witch?"
"A few," Xander sighed. "I'm a demon magnet and I don't know why. All the spells bouncing off me in odd and strange ways. The problem of what to do about Willow. I think she's even spelled me a few times."
"Who's teaching her?"
"The Watcher assigned to Buffy is the one who introduced her to magic, and he's trying so hard to rein her in, but she's already stealing books that he thinks he's hidden."
"I see." Severus put down his cup. "What do you want to do about her?"
"She's my best friend. I'd like not to have to fight her some day, but she's the sort to wrap herself up in anything that gives her an identity. I'm afraid that magic will be one of those things. Without any training and without anyone there to smack her around when she starts moving off the path, she's in real danger of becoming a danger, Professor Snape. Beside my mother and two or three other wizards, I'm it in town."
"Does she work with the Slayer as well?" Xander nodded. "Then why would she go bad?"
Xander pulled an envelope out. "From my mother. She said you'd ask that question and it has stuff she said I don't need to know." He handed it over, watching as it was read.
Severus kept in his anger. Was this woman totally irresponsible? "Very well. I will send you back with some book recommendations to help you deal with her. It may also help your control issues."
"Can you find a way for me to leave town without having to drink the native soil in a healing potion?"
The Potion's Master looked surprised. "Why would you have to?"
"I get atrociously sick otherwise."
"That's odd." He pulled his wand. "May I check you over?"
"If you can fix it, I'm almost willing to die or procreate. I know damn well I can't do either as it stands."
"No, it probably wouldn't be wise. You might have a child that is the embodiment of the Hellmouth you serve," Severus agreed. He ran his wand across the boy's body, frowning at the results. "The Hellmouth has been opened?"
"Um, yeah. That's one of the first spells Willow did, to close it."
"It's done more than warp you, Alexander. It's poisoned you. That is why none of the other poisons work on you, and why all those spells went wrong," he said quietly, in awe of what he could see.
"Can it be fixed so I'm more normal?"
"I have no idea," Severus admitted. "I can't, I know that much. There is one who might be able to, but I'll have to talk to him when I go back to the school."
"Can I come with you?" Xander pleaded. "I promise not to make it fall in this time."
Severus gave him a rare smile. "I remember your last trip in. Are you and your uncle having problems?"
"Every time I see him I remember why I'm like this and everything that got taken away from me and my mom because of his stupidity. He slept with the Dark Lord's mistress. Hello! Did he not expect bad things to happen? Why do I have to suffer because he's a stupid bastard?"
"Life is often unfair," Snape advised calmly.
"Yeah, but I'm sick and tired of being the buttmonkey of the joke." Xander stood up and started to pace. "I'd really like to be normal some day. Just for a short time. A normal wizard if possible, but I'd even take being a muggle right about now! Do you know what it's like to have to hunt almost every single night for two years?" He stopped and ran his hands through his hair. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't dump this on you. You're my advisor, not my counselor." He turned around. "I'm sorry for my rudeness, Professor Snape, I'll try to keep it inside in the future."
"Maybe that's why things keep going wrong," Snape said carefully.
Xander shook his head. "I don't feel any different now than I did when I found out I was coming here. All I feel is this murderous rage and the desire to kill. I'm one of the good guys, I'm not supposed to have that."
"We all have it, yours has a good reason," Snape pointed out.
Xander gave him that same bitter smile. "You think?" he asked dryly.
Snape pointed at the couch. "Sit. Pacing about won't make it any better." The boy sat down again. "For now, let me think on the problem of your best friend." Xander nodded. "I want you to warn your cousin about her. I don't think that your uncle will do much, but I can foresee the day when she will need help. As you can." Xander nodded again. "When that time comes, you must not hesitate. You might be able to save her without harming her, but if not, help may not get there in time if you dawdle."
"I don't plan on it," Xander said tiredly. "She's an asset and a good girl, but I can already see this warping her."
"Then warn your cousin. He'll be in a position to get you the help you need someday. His father isn't liked by most of his associates and may well be dead by then."
"Can I kick the corpse if Voldemort does it?"
Snape shook his head. "Only if you come over to kill him as well."
"That might be arrangeable," Xander noted with a slight smirk. "I'd be willing to give up my life so no one else has to go through what I have. Especially not the torture."
"You don't know what you're saying," Snape snapped.
"Bet me," Xander said, moving his shirt. "Sixteen hours, seven vamps. One of them like you." He let his shirt fall again. "They wanted forgiven."
"The Slayer saved you?"
"No, they ended up trying to A-K me a few times and it kept bouncing back. So they tortured me, tried to drain me, and then I got desperate and let my powers loose. It ripped the roof off the building in the middle of the afternoon. The paramedics found me under the rubble and said that I had gotten pierced by the rubble. Mom got yelled at for letting me play in such an unsafe building." He grinned. "She said it wasn't her fault, that I was meeting a lover there."
"Do you have one?"
"Technically?" Xander asked. Snape nodded. "Yes and no. Yes on the girlfriend part. No on the lover part. Mom said it might be dangerous if I lose control. No one's sure what'll happen."
"You are a mess," Draco said from the doorway. He smiled. "Mother wanted to know if you were dead yet."
"No, most poisons don't work on me," Xander told him. "You can come in now. We're back to the more routine hellmouthy matters and I got told to tell you about my best friend."
"Really?" Draco asked, shutting and locking the door. "What is she?"
"A nature witch who doesn't use a wand," Xander told him. Draco stopped and stared at him, making him nod. "Yeah, you heard right. A powerful wiccan who isn't being formally trained."
"There is a worry that she'll go bad," Snape told him quietly. Draco sat down and stared at them. "If she does, you will be in the most advantageous position to help her."
"Could she become dangerous?"
Xander snorted. "She's the sort who will wrap herself up in anything that will give her an identity. Magic is already warping her. Just before I came, she put a soul in a vampire."
"Holy Merlin," Draco breathed. "Powerful and untutored."
"Hence the problem," Snape told him.
"You want me to tutor her?" Draco asked.
"No, dolt, I want you to watch out for her," Snape said sharply. "This young woman may well be the one creature who can defeat all of us." Draco nodded quickly.
"So if I send a desperate scream for help, I'll really need it," Xander told him.
Draco looked at him. "How do you put up with all this nonsense?"
"Willow's been my best friend since we started school, Draco. She's like my sister. I have a duty to try and protect her, and to protect things from her. I'd love not to have to, but I do." He looked at Snape. "Did you get the rest of the list I wrote out last night?"
"Your aunt gave them to me. They were originally sealed?"
"Only by a blot of wax. I figured I wouldn't cause her too many troubles with opening it," he said with a faint smirk. "Can you help?"
"I can try," Snape agreed. "I make no promises."
"Hey, that's honest, I like honest," Xander assured him. "I've had too many comforting lies over my life already. By the way, do you know who my father is? I'd like to at least see a picture of him."
Snape shifted uncomfortably. "I do not. You were conceived during a large Death Eater party. Your uncle brought your mother and handed her over to a paramour she had her eye on, but there were others that evening who took advantage of her drunken and drugged state. Including a few of the prisoners since your uncle was so very displeased with her."
Xander hung his head. "Thank you for the honesty. I guess I know why my mother never told me."
"But you said that your dark hair was directly from him," Draco pointed out. "Would that narrow it down any?"
"To two other victims, six Death Eaters, and myself," Snape told him. "I can assure you you're not mine as I'm infertile, but I have no idea about the others. If it was one of the other victims, then they're dead, as are their families. If it's one of the other Death Eaters, you're better off not knowing," he said with his most gentle reasoning. It still came out harsh, but you could tell he was trying to soften the blow.
Xander straightened up and looked at him. "Were you one of the ones who attacked my mother?"
Snape shook his head. "No, I wasn't. I had no idea. I thought it was rather stupid personally. A waste of a pure-blood witch who might have had other uses. She might have made an alliance marriage or even become more useful to the cause. I was still rather dumb back then." He slumped. "If you're asking if one of the people who attacked her might have been your father, there's every chance. The Dark Lord would do something like that if he realized she was pregnant. Then he would have gloated about it and made the Death Eater ashamed of himself for impregnating someone who the Dark Lord found inferior, for whatever reason."
Xander nodded. "I understand. Thank you, Professor Snape."
"You had the right to know, Alexander." He gave the boy a short smirk. "You have managed to overcome a great deal because of it. You should be proud of that fact alone."
"Oh, I am. I'm nothing if not a survivor," he pointed out. He looked at his cousin. "My wonderful advisor said he wanted you to help me catch up if I'm staying here."
"He's in the middle of the last month's worth of fifth year studies," Snape told Draco. "He does need to keep up, but we understand about his unique circumstances. We can make sure that you know what has to be done if you're willing to work with him."
"I wouldn't care to," Draco told him. "Would it make him less dangerous?"
Snape shrugged. "No one's sure. It would certainly not threaten you."
Draco considered the implied statement. "Or my mother?"
"Not if I can help it," Xander agreed. "She's against me only because she has you. It's her duty to look out for you."
"That's fine, I can work with him," Draco agreed.
Snape stood up. "I'll send you that list tomorrow when I send Xander back his answers. That one will probably take a few more days since the Headmaster is out of town."
"Whatever is fine with me," Xander pointed out. He watched as the older man left them alone. "You're burning with the urge to ask something so let it out," Xander said, relaxing on the couch.
"You're an odd wizard. Does it bother you being here?"
"Only having to look at your father," Xander said honestly. "You weren't born when all this stuff started so I can't blame you for looking like your father." He smiled gently. "I'm waiting to see how much of a dirtbag you become before I make my judgement. I will assure you that I don't routinely harm family unless it gets to the point where you become like him or you harm the rest of us."
"Missing your family made you desire having one?" Draco asked, relaxing. His life wasn't in danger. He knew better than to double-cross his cousin.
"That and being possessed by a hyena," Xander agreed. Draco looked stunned. "That was my second one. No one really remembers my first. I was only six weeks old from what I was told. A letter was left in my care until I got old enough to read it. I read it last year and it was very enlightening. Have you taken the idiot's mark?"
Draco shook his head. "None of us students may while we're in school. There are wards set up to reveal us if we do," Draco said quietly. "I haven't decided for myself yet."
"See that you decide for yourself and not for your father," Xander warned, standing up. "Following in his footsteps will probably get you dead and I think you're pretty neat. Or at least cool enough to hang around with." He left the drawing room, heading up to his room for a short nap. He found his dose of potion beside the bed and sniffed it. "You forgot the dirt!" he called.
Narcissa opened his door. "Did you scream something?" she asked dryly.
"Whoever did the potion forgot the dirt," he told her, holding up the small vial. "It'll only make me puke later and I'm trying to spare your rugs that fate."
She laughed. "Thank you for that much consideration." She walked in and closed the door. "Xander, may I speak with you?" He waved a hand as he flopped onto the bed. "You are not the nicest of young men."
"Aunt Narcissa, I fight on a daily basis with things that give people nightmares. Besides, I can't stand your husband. I was against this trip in the first place but no one wanted to listen to me. I will gladly go to an inn and stay there for the rest of my time over here if you want."
She shook her head. "No, that's not the answer." She sat beside him. "If I came up with a spell to show me how bad it has been, would you allow me to do it?"
"Only you?"
"Only myself, unless you want your cousin involved. You seem to have gotten a bit close."
Xander snorted. "I like Draco. I can see what I might have been in him."
Her face lit up. "You're envious?"
"Of having a family that gives a damn about your state of existence? Yeah, it'd be nice," he admitted quietly. "Of having someone there for you? I'd adore it usually. The same as I would being normal." He looked at her. "I've done my best to be kind and gentle with you, Auntie, but I will always loathe your husband and what he's done to make me the man I am today. I won't ever let that go. I can't."
"I understand. You will let me see?"
"Sure, why not."
"Thank you. Spare me some time tonight after dinner and I'll do the spell myself. We'll lock ourselves in my chambers." He nodded. "Thank you, Xander."
He put a hand on her arm to stop her from moving. "I'm not going to be held responsible for any nightmares, Auntie. If you want to see, then you'd better realize it's not that pretty of a sight."
"I understand. I've seen many horrible things over my lifetime." She stood up. "You rest before dinner. I'll have my son wake you up." She gave him one of her cold smiles. "Were you planning on coming back next year?"
"Only if your husband is dead and my mother comes back as the heiress to the house and property," Xander told her.
"I understand, Xander. I wish my own son had the desire to protect me like you do yours." She left him alone, going to think. If it was as horrible as the boy thought, it might give her a way around him and his mother to protect what was her and her son's. She smiled at his son as she passed him in the halls. "What did Professor Snape say?"
"That I'm to help Xander catch up a bit more." She looked interested. "He's fallen behind due to his slaying duties." He leaned against the wall. "Mother, as a technicality, if father died and we were left, who would get the house and lands?"
"Half of the money would be split between our family and his family. The house would technically go to her or you, I'm no sure which. Would that matter?"
"Not if he can't live in it full time," Draco pointed out. His mother's face brightened.
"Yes, he might sign it over to any heirs," she said thoughtfully.
"While I was eavesdropping, I heard Xander and Snape say that he might not have an heir some day. That it might be dangerous because of the taint he carries."
"Indeed?" she asked. Her son nodded. "That would be tragic. The end of that branch of the family."
Draco looked at his mother. "If you harm him," he said quietly, "I'll lose you too." She looked at him. "He's protective of all his family and will fight back."
"Thank you, son." She gave his face a short pat. "Go play until it's dinner. Your cousin is resting."
"Fine." He went to his suite and pulled down a book to read, wondering about possessions. This visit had sparked a new interest in studying for him, just so he could understand all the currents going on around him. He found a letter on his desk and sat down to open it, smirking when he read what was on it. "Well," he told himself. "Perhaps my cousin isn't that odd of a wizard after all." He put the letter aside. He'd have think about his friends meeting his wayward relative before he would let them meet. Xander might be a danger to them. Or possibly would cause Xander to be a danger to his family. Though he did wonder what Xander would do to his friends. He settled in to read up on possessions. They hadn't been covered in Defense and it was interesting.
***
Narcissa let the boy out of her room, crowing inside. What she had seen had been horrible. She'd seen the boy start down the path to the darkside while working for the light. She had seen him kill and maim without a word of protest. He wouldn't bother them though. Maybe an alliance would be to both their benefits. It would keep her alive if and when her husband died and it would provide an anchor for her dear, sweet nephew when he finally went insane. She could see it in his mind, that spark of insanity that started off as a random thought here and there. She allowed herself to smile once the boy had disappeared back into the main hallway, closing her bedroom door. She found her husband at their adjoining door and immediately lost her smile. "I thought I had locked that against you," she told him.
"It was a flimsy attempt at a lock spell, and you know it," he sneered. "What did you see?"
"The overall desire for your demise is stronger than you think, husband. He will get you, even if he has to go through legal means." He straightened up just a bit more. "I also saw his mother. For having to do without everything we hold dear, she's very beautiful. She could do well with a bit of encouragement to settle herself down in a respectable relationship. It might even ease the boy's rage toward you."
He walked over and grabbed her by the arm, forcing her to sit down beside him. "How was his mind? Intact? Whole?"
"It was a blaze of rage and energy," she admitted. "He does fight. He's keeping the worst at bay on his Hellmouth and it appreciates it." She considered it. "He's already fought longer and harder than you have, Lucius. And he doesn't enjoy it." He smirked, looking triumphant. "You do know all that has forged steel in his blood?"
Lucius waved a hand. "That does not matter to me. The boy will not threaten my position." He smiled at her. "I've got a meeting tonight."
"If you go, he may follow you to humiliate you in front of your friends," she warned.
"Have our son keep him here. I'm awaiting the results of my own test tonight." He left, skulking back to his own domain.
She slammed and relocked the door, using more and better locks this time. She could understand why that boy's mother had chosen exile and a loveless muggle relationship over her brother, she really could.
***
Lucius looked at his sister's head. "No, he's been mostly decent," he told her. "Was a bit threatening there at the beginning, but he seems to have calmed down."
"Why would he threaten?" Willow piped in.
Xander's mother groaned. "I'll tell you later, Willow." She looked at her brother. "Hopefully the method he sent me back will work."
"If not, send her over here and I'll gladly deal with her," he said smoothly.
"I bet you will." Lucretia sneered at him. "Where is my son? I want to talk to him."
Lucius rang the bell on his desk, bringing a house elf. "Find my nephew and bring him here. His mother wants to talk to him," he told it. He knew that only a good reason would get the boy into his study. He looked down at his sister. "I will release your trust to you this afternoon."
"I'll await the owl with the good news," she said, looking him over. "I see you're still living high on the hog, Lucius. Still flaunting Father's wealth I see." He smirked at her. "Remember, it's only my son who's forced to stay here," she said smoothly as the door opened to admit the boys. She smiled at her own son. "Did you threaten him?"
"Many times," Xander admitted. He picked up the poker and smiled at his Uncle. "Can I do him now, mother?"
"No, son. Wait for the perfect time, a time when no one can say anything against you," she reminded him. She looked at the other boy, then at her brother. "You had to use the Parabassala?" she taunted. "Didn't give yourself the right way to the dark?"
"Mom, chill. I like Draco. He's decent enough and he's staying out of it."
"Until the family money is threatened, son, then I'm sure he and his mother will both become very active."
"Hmm." Xander smiled at her. "Aunt Narcissa read my memories last night. I heard her crying out with nightmares, screaming at Angelus." He smirked at his cousin. "Has she come down this morning? I wanted to check on her."
"She's been down and went back to rest for the day," Lucius said, frowning at the boy. "What was she seeing?"
"A vampire who was named the Scourge of Europe by others?" Xander suggested. "Angelus and I had a few very interesting run-ins. I wonder which one she saw."
"Hopefully nothing damaging," Draco put in dutifully. His father had glanced over at him. "Are you often tortured?"
"If he is, we'll be talking soon," Lucretia offered. She smiled at her son. "Have they taken you shopping yet?"
"No, not yet, Mom. I talked to Professor Snape, as you know, and he assigned Draco to help me catch up a bit more. We've been working on charms all morning and I'm starting to go wonky now. How much longer do I have?"
"Perhaps another week," his mother admitted. She looked at her brother. "Can he stay for that long?"
"If he wishes," Lucius said mock-gracefully. "I'm sure the family home can accommodate him for that long."
"Wonderful," Xander purred, startling his uncle. "I can figure out how I'm going to redecorate some places once you're gone. I think I'll start by turning your dungeon into a mini strip club." He waved at his mother and walked out.
Lucius snapped his mouth shut at the laughter. "Leave." His son wisely left him there. "Do not think you'll win," he hissed at his sister. "I am stronger."
"Than him?" she asked with a smirk. She cut the connection and went to try and obliviate Willow again. Hopefully it still worked somewhat.
Lucius picked up a delicate statue of a tortured figure, a person he transfigured himself, and threw it at the wall, shattering it. He calmed himself. She would get what was coming to her. Perhaps the Dark Lord would like to know about her and the boy. He flinched as every window in the room had its shutters close and the doors seemed to disappear. He felt the darkness creep in and flinched away from it. Who was this? "What do you want!" he demanded.
Xander walked in through a door he had sworn had disappeared. "Did you scream something in terror?" he asked. His uncle stared at him. "I do deal with demons. You'd be surprised at who and what I know, Uncle." He smiled. "Should I bother following you to your puny and pitiful meeting of the single brain cell tonight? Last night's wasn't that entertaining and I got bored after I let the poor victims go."
"How dare you," he hissed, moving closer. He picked up his walking stick but Xander stood up to him. "You *released* them?"
"Yeah. Right after I made it seem like the father had set his house on fire in fear of you. He was really happy to be let go." He smirked. "Another point to me." Then he left.
Lucius looked around his office, seeing everything as it should be. "That boy," he growled.
"It wasn't me," Xander called. "You owe someone." He strolled casually out to where he and his cousin were working. "Your father's gone 'round the bend as you guys say." He sat down. "Apparently his sacrifice of his soul is starting to wear out." Draco looked at him. "I asked another chaos sorcerer, another of the wandless ones, about stuff like that. He was very informative so I let him leave with his life. The marks are fairly obvious if you know what you're looking for. His are on the ribbon around his ponytail. The demon had him mark himself and wear its symbol. Fairly stupid so it must have been young."
"You're a font of all things wicked and nasty," Draco said in appreciation.
"Only the interesting things. People who offer themselves for power often end up being my problem so I thought I'd ask. They always seem to come to my Hellmouth and try to use it for some reason."
"It's a center of mystical energy," Draco pointed out.
"Bad energy, Draco. Anyone who thinks they can harness it is stupid. There is no harnessing the Hellmouth or even using it unless it wants to be used."
"Is it sentient?"
"Yeah, and it's got minions who check up on me and my mom. They can get a little pissed if we're not working for the good of the big sucking hole in the ground." He grinned. "But they're generally decent about warning me. One of them buys me Snicker bars all the time."
"Your mother was very pretty."
"She was prettier when I was younger. The vampire bait she uses for cover is wearing on her again, I could tell." Draco looked interested. "He thinks he's entitled to making her do things that she'd rather not do. So he's feels thwarted and gets drunk. They fight. Mom ends up obliviating him eventually and peace reigns again for another six months or so." He shrugged. "It sucks, but he provides a decent enough cover." He felt a shiver of dread run through him. "Something's going to happen soon." He closed his eyes and touched the earth in front of him, calling up his hellmouth to check it. Nothing there. He used it to check on his mother and winced. Bright lights. Lots of noise. He shot up and hurried into the house. "That shitbag just got my mother," he announced as he walked into the study. He activated the floo and sent himself home, closing his eyes tightly as he spun and wove around the world. This ride sucked almost as much as the portkey did, but it was fastest right now. He landed in his living room and saw his mother lying on the carpet. He looked at his stepfather and sneered. "Never mess with a man's mother," he told him, pulling his wand. "Excruciate!" His father fell to his knees screaming in pain. Xander could hear things moving outside and sneered at him, canceling the spell. He stepped over as his cousin came out of the fireplace and marked his stepfather. Then he sent a call out to all the residents of the hellmouth, offering them a tasty little treat.
"What are you doing?" Draco demanded.
Xander looked back at him. "Teaching him not to mess with a person's mother."
"You pitiful *boy*!" his stepfather spat. "I raised you."
Xander bent down to get in his face. "My mother raised me. You're the reason she was miserable. I'm about to fix that for her." He pulled his stepfather up and walked him to the door, opening it. Outside were some vampires, all looking antsy. "Here, have him," he said, shoving him out the door. His stepfather continued to sneer. "Go ahead, boys, vamp out. He just killed his wife, my mom." The fledglings vamped out first, making his stepfather scream. "Play with him for a while. Leave a big sign saying he did this to himself after killing his wife. I'll give you ten before I call the cops." He slammed the door and turned to find his stepfather's brother in the hallway, looking stunned. "What? You thought I couldn't use this thing?" he asked, waving his wand. The man shrieked and ran out. "Never come back!" He slammed the door and glared at it, then kicked it. "How long has it been?" he asked quietly.
"About five minutes. The screams have tapered off," Draco told him. He moved a few steps closer carefully, not wanting to set the unstable wizard off. "Sit, Xander." He led him over to his mother's side. "Say your goodbyes now. I'll call my father to have her buried in the family cemetery." Xander nodded, falling to his knees. He closed his mother's eyes and avoided the blood from the bullet hole. Draco called his father. "The muggle killed her," he told him. "Xander's about destroyed."
"I'm not going back," Xander whispered. "I can't leave now." He looked up. "Have my things packed please." Draco nodded and looked back at his father, who was sneering. "Wipe it now, Lucius, or you're next," Xander said without looking at him.
Draco noticed the smirk was gone from his father's face, and that he looked scared of his cousin. "Can you arrange for her to be buried in the family cemetery?" he asked his father. Lucius nodded quickly. "I'll be back after those muggle Law people leave, father."
"That would be fine. Try not to pick up anything."
Draco looked back at his cousin then back at his father. "He hurt him, marked him, and tossed him outside to the vampires." Lucius looked surprised. "I think you should worry." He closed the connection and turned to look at him, checking the time piece he had checked when he had walked out. "Call them, Xander. It's nearly time."
Xander picked up the phone and dialed the emergency number. "My stepfather just killed my mother," he said quietly. "He's outside screaming and my mother's lying here." Draco took the phone from him and put it down, not hanging it up because he didn't know how to. Xander let himself be moved and held as the cops rushed in. "Is he still out there?"
"Who's this?" one officer demanded.
"He's my cousin. He came home with me. I was out of town visiting his family and he came to see Sunnydale for a few days," Xander told him. "My father was standing over her with the gun," he said, pointing at the gun lying on the floor. The cops efficiently bagged up his mother and filled out a report, stopping to get the body off the front lawn. One cop threw up at the condition of the body lying on the grass, but his buddies had it.
Draco sat down, pulling Xander with him. "What will you do now?"
"I'll continue on my life," Xander said quietly. "I have to." He looked around the house and then at his wand. He swished it gently and cleaned up the living room. He saw the surprised look. "I'm the only one who can really use a wand in town," he admitted with a sad smile. "That's why so many wandless magics show up here." He sighed and looked around. "I'm going to have to do some major problem fixing I think. The house is in my mother's name but with community property it could go to his relatives and me."
"You could make them move," Draco offered.
Xander snorted. "You don't know much about the legal system, do you?" he said with a fond pat to his cousin's knee. "You should probably go before you get warped and funny from the random energy surges. You won't be able to use your wand for days if it hits you."
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah, I have Willow." Xander looked at him. "Would you please tell Professor Snape that I'm back here? So he can send information. Oh, and remind him not to use an owl he likes. It'll only get eaten."
"I'll inform him as soon as I can," Draco assured him. Someone knocked on the door. "Shall I get that?"
"No, I've got it. You might want to disappear." Xander gave him a grateful look. "I'll write as soon as I can, Draco. Make sure your father does release Mom's trust fund. Otherwise I'll have to work and slay and do my other school work. I'll never get anything done."
"I'll do my best." Draco disappeared, heading back through the floo.
Xander got up and answered the door, giving a surprised look to the pair on the other side. "Spike, Dru, shouldn't you have already left?"
"We were on our way out when we heard the call."
Dru leaned on Spike's shoulder. "I heard you, naughty one," she teased, reaching over to touch his bottom lip. "You're the powerful one."
"Well, damn!" Xander sighed. He pulled his wand and pointed it at her. "Do you really want to die, Dru?" She whimpered and shook her head.
"Hey, no, no call for that," Spike complained, trying to back up. Dru wouldn't move though. "You're a good guy, you can't harm us when we're not doing anything."
"I wasn't going to, dufus." He zapped Dru, making her squeal. "Remember, if you let on what I can do, more bigger and badder humans will come. Ones who can stake you from across the street, like Willow can. Only evil."
Spike smirked at him. "Wouldn't bother us much."
"Spike, to people like that, *you're* a minion because you're easier to kill. If you can float a stake at someone from across a room, you're not as vulnerable."
"Good point," Spike said happily. "We're leaving now."
"Good. Forget," Xander said, casting the spell. They blinked and he slammed the door in their faces. He went back to sit on the couch, looking around the empty house. "What am I going to do now?"
***
Draco came out of the floo, nauseous and reeling. "Oh, that's bad," he moaned, seeking a seat immediately. "Father, your sister is truly dead. Killed by a muggle. You'd be proud of your nephew's response. He caused him pain, marked him, and called up all the beasts on the Hellmouth to have his stepfather." Lucius looked sickened. "He gave them ten minutes with him and then let those other muggles come get her."
"We'll have to remove her from their care," Narcissa said from the doorway. "How is the nephew?"
"Destroyed." Draco looked at his mother. "He apparently loved her quite a lot. He asks that we send his things back since he says he can no longer leave." Lucius perked up. "It won't save you, Father. He said he'll pick a better time than now." He stood up. "I'm going up to my room and bathe. The very air there felt filthy and slimy." He walked away, going to write out the quick message to his mentor and then take a long bath. His mother walked in while he was undressing, surprising him. "You needed something more?"
"Were you tainted?"
"He sent me away before it could," he admitted. "He said if anything touched me, I might have some trouble with my wand for a few days, but nothing serious." She sighed in relief. "It's a small house, fairly tidy except for the blood on the floor. There was an illusion on the furniture to make it look shabbier. She camouflaged herself very well. The house reeked of power, hers. Not my cousin's. He is powerful on his own area. He cleaned the house with the same cleaning spell and it was amazing. The very air danced with his powers."
"You like him?"
"I find him interesting and I figured I should find a way to get along with him. He is my cousin and this is the reason why I'll live when he kills Father." She nodded. "May I bathe now? I feel nasty."
"Of course. Did you write Professor Snape?"
"Xander asked me to."
"Good boy, Draco. Stay up here tomorrow and recuperate. Your father is in a snit of epic proportions." He nodded and she left him alone, going to hide in her own rooms as well. Unfortunately, her husband was in there already. "Leave."
"He will not bother us," Lucius assured her, moving closer.
"Lucius, if you had seen into his mind, you'd know how wrong you are. He will kill you. He won't touch Draco or I, but you will die by his hand. He has taken every cruel thing he has ever seen and experienced and is going to use it on you." She smiled at him. "Your heir is fine. I made sure none of the energy tainted him during his short trip. If he takes his cousin up on his offer, I'll make sure he has a charm to protect him from the energy flowing there." Lucius looked stunned. "Xander did invite him over."
"He will not be going!" he ordered.
"I don't believe he wants to, but it may be necessary to send him somewhere safe someday. Otherwise Xander is the last male of the family and he may not breed due to his taint. Then what will happen to everything your family has hoarded for centuries?"
"I have a few cousins," Lucius admitted. "It will go to them."
"Your own father's will divides everything up between you and your sister, Lucius. Half of the family fortune is his." He slapped her and she laughed bitterly. "You may protest, but he does know. He will be filing," she sneered. "Then we'll see where your pride and lack of understanding leaves you." She pointed at the door. "Leave. I don't want you in my rooms."
He stepped closer. "My rooms," he hissed. "Everything here is mine, including your life. Remember that in the future."
She smiled coldly. "I've made arrangements for just such a time, Lucius. Do beware of your temper." She pointed again. "Get out of my rooms." He stormed out and she listened, but he didn't stop at her son's door. She slumped down onto her couch and shielded her rooms. It would take a stronger wizard than her husband to get through those. Her son might be able to, and her nephew definitely, but not her husband.
*** A Few Months Later ***
Xander looked at the legal documents in front of him, then at the lawyer. "Would you like to translate this into human?" The lawyers laughed. "Really. I just lost my parents. I don't have the energy to translate it personally. If you won't, I'll hire my own attorney."
The lawyer leaned forward. "All it says is that your mother left you everything and her husband is the reason for her death." Xander nodded. "Is that how it happened?"
"He shot her," Xander told him.
"I see." The lawyer looked at the papers. "It mentions a trust on here but I don't have anything on that."
Xander looked over his shoulder as the door opened, smiling at the man standing there. "Come in, Professor." He shifted over so Professor Dumbledore could sit beside him. "Can you please help me through this?"
"Your advisor asked me to intervene because he's heard about your uncle trying to cut you out of the family." Xander nodded, looking serene. "May I see those?" The lawyer handed them over. "Are these the original?"
"No." The lawyer looked startled and he got up to get the real will. "I don't know what came over me. Some blond man gave me that. I don't know why I brought that one out."
"That would be my uncle," Xander said calmly. "You'll want to run when you see him. He means to kill me as well." The lawyer looked at him. "He didn't instigate it, he's the reason my mother was stranded here."
"I see." The lawyer handed over the will, which was in much simpler language. "Your father didn't have one."
"My father didn't own anything except his truck."
"The house...."
"Was bought by my mother and I had better not see anything from my stepfather's family."
"Anything?" Dumbledore asked.
"If you knew them, you'd understand," Xander agreed. He looked over the will and handed it over. "How much is that?"
"More than Lucius is comfortable in giving," Dumbledore told him. He read and nodded. "This is the correct one."
The lawyer signed the forms and clipped that to it. "Thank you for your help. I'm sorry for your loss, Mr. Harris."
"I only lost my mother," Xander said quietly. "My stepfather can rot." He stood up. "You're handling everything?"
"I'm doing as your mother demanded and handing this to a specially picked lawyer who will finish everything for you." Xander looked surprised. "I think it's a family one." Xander nodded. "Thank you for trusting me, even through all this." He shook their hands and watched them leave. The false will was shredded by his helper.
Xander looked at his headmaster. "You came all this way to help me with that simple task?"
"No," Dumbledore said with a smile. "I came to look at your friend."
Xander put a hand on his arm. "Mom tried to obliviate her and it didn't work," he said, glancing around. "I'll take you over there, but you're going to have to be very careful, sir."
"I understand, Alexander. I think I can fix some of it for her." He smiled warmly. "Are you going to continue going by your stepfather's name?"
"Only in this town. Outside it, I'm going to use my mother's maiden name." He grinned. "Uncle Lucius will shit funny colors."
"Yes, I suppose he might." He walked with the boy, going back to his house. He nodded at the people waiting around. "I see you have some very strong friends."
"Yeah." Xander grinned at him. "Guys, this is the guy who's helping me with some of the more mundane matters about my mother's death. Mr. Dumbledore, this is Rupert Giles, Buffy Summers, and Willow Rosenberg. No Oz?"
"He's out of town tonight playing," Willow told him. She shook the man's hand and looked at Xander. "It's very nice to meet you. Would you like something to eat? I just made some lasagna."
"Thank you, but I'm fine." He smiled at them then at Xander. "Were you going out tonight?"
"No, I think I'm going to stay in," Xander told him. Buffy frowned at him. "Sorry, but I don't feel like dealing with all this, Buffy. Give me a few more days."
"Fine," she sighed, standing up. "I'll stake a vamp and laugh at it like you would." She gave him a hug and left with her Watcher.
Willow looked at the old man. "Why are you here? Is Xander in trouble?"
"No, dear, Xander isn't in trouble. I fully understand why Xander does what he does. I'm here to look you over." She looked stunned. "It was reported that you were very strong, so I am looking you over to see if some formal training might help you."
"But.... Giles is helping me."
"Willow, I know about the books you stole," Xander told her, sitting down. He shrugged at the hurt look. "He's the guy who's over my school."
"Oh." She sat down and looked at him. "Do you want to help me do something?"
"More watch you," he said with a fond smile. "I can't guarantee that you'll end up in a school of magic, but I can probably pass you on to someone so you can be watched over in case you have any problems."
"Of course, if you show real aptitude, there are colleges of magic," Xander offered. "That would mean you'd have to give up your type and be able to do mine though."
"Oh," she repeated. She stood up again. "Would you like to come to my house, Mr. Dumbledore? All my working things are set up over there since my parents are gone."
"If you wish," he agreed. He looked outside, then at Xander, who shook his head. "You can't guard us?"
"I can try, but the Hellmouth is being courted by someone else right now. It's tickled with the new attention."
"How do you know?" Willow asked.
"I'll explain that once we get to your house," Dumbledore assured her, leading her out the door. The few vampires out there ran away screaming. "That was odd." He looked back and saw Xander in the doorway. "Thank you."
"It agreed, it wants you to deal with Willow as well," he said with a grin. "It's a tad bit pissed at her." He closed the door.
*** Graduation Day, For Both Wizards ***
Xander stumbled in from his graduation, tired, sore, and bloody. "I ache," he told the empty house. It answered him with a groan from the couch. "Who..." he said, starting that way. He saw a shock of blond hair surrounded by blood. "Draco!" He walked over and gently turned his cousin over, making him wince and cry out. "What the hell happened to you! You weren't even at my graduation!"
"Ours," Draco said, reaching out. "Voldemort."
"Shh. Let me get you cleaned up." He forgot his own pains to get the first aid kit and some water. He knelt beside the couch and stripped off his cousin's clothes. He winced at the mottled flesh and the cuts and tears. "Voldemort?"
"Potter," Draco groaned. "Attacked on our leaving day."
"Stupid git!" Xander said derisively. He got him cleaned and bandaged, then worked on himself. He saw the quizzical look. "An Ascension during my graduation. We blew up the school and fought for our lives. The Hellmouth was really pissed that we stopped it."
"Oh." Draco pointed at a spot he had missed. "Blood." Xander looked and wiped off the splatter. "No injury?"
"It wasn't mine." Draco looked sick. "Throw up into the water bowl if you have to. We have more bowls." He bandaged his arms and chest, then relaxed on the couch. "Want some food? I can't cook but I can microwave something."
"No," Draco said, waving a hand. "Mother's dead."
"And the fucker?"
"Arrested." He swallowed. "You know about Potter?" Xander nodded. "Voldemort decided to prove it was his innocence that had saved him the first time. He attacked as we were leaving the school for the last time." He stretched and winced. "He lost."
"Big fight?"
"Very big fight. Most of the senior Death Eaters were there. My father got captured." Draco coughed. "They killed a quarter of those who were going to join in a few days."
"Indiscriminate slaughter is so wasteful," Xander agreed. "The train?"
"Six cars were destroyed and the engine was knocked off the tracks. Potter lived and Voldemort ran away before he could be caught."
"Snape?"
"Missing," Draco said, starting to tear up. "They can't find his body at all."
"I'm sorry." Xander pulled him closer, holding him like his cousin had held him a year ago. "I'm coming back with you tonight. I'll help you however I can," he promised.
"But you'll get sick."
"With how pissed the Hellmouth is, it'll either entice me back or let me go." He grinned. "Either way I'll be fine. I've got three months, I'm sure I can do a lot in that time." He stood up and wobbled. "Ow."
"Sit, you prat," Draco told him, pulling him back down. "What's an Ascension?"
"The mayor wanted to become a higher level demon. He's been planning it for over a hundred years. Today he turned into the demon and we blew him up with the school."
"Wow." Draco looked impressed. "I kept myself from destroying my school."
"Yeah, but you never faced a twenty-five-foot snake demon either."
"Bad fight?"
"The whole graduating class. Twenty deaths, sixty serious injuries, everyone else was at least injured. My friends are fine and I lived."
"Good for you." Draco looked at his hands. "My mother stuck up for me. He killed her before going to the battle. He was planning on getting me."
"Did you try to kick his ass?"
"No, I guarded the Slytherin flank as they tried to retreat and regroup. I got knocked out by Crabbe Senior."
"At least you tried."
"Yes, I did." Draco looked at him. "You're coming back?"
"Yeah. I know paperwork was filed. I'm going to assert my claim to kill your father." He stood up again and wobbled less. "Let me get something to eat and we'll head back." Draco nodded. "You're sure?"
"I'll only get sick. I can always get food later."
"Coolness." Xander wobbled into the kitchen, going to make himself some pizza bites. He nibbled quickly and used his wand to pack a small bag and lock up the house. By the time he was done eating, everything was ready for him. "Come on, Draco," he said as he walked back into the living room. His cousin was asleep on the couch, making him smile. "Okay, you stay. I'll send for you tomorrow." He found his portkey to the school and headed there, smiling at the welcoming committee that met him. "Hello. I need to see Professor Dumbledore," he said pleasantly.
"Who're you?" Ron Weasley demanded.
"Xander Harris, correspondence student. He'll be expecting me." He lifted his chin and looked at the boy who looked so stunned. "Buck up, Harry, it gets worse." Potter looked at him. "I lost twenty of my graduating class of one hundred today because of one man and a few vampires. You guys had more even odds."
"That's fairly offensive," McGonagall told him. She looked him over. "Malfoy."
"Technically," Xander agreed. "Speaking of, my cousin's napping on my couch." Ron glared at him. "Sorry, but my patience is at an end. I fought earlier too, just in another sort of battle."
"Death Eaters?" Ron asked.
"One wizard wanting to be a demon," Xander said with a shrug. "He tried to eat my graduating class." They looked sick. "So yeah, I understand, but I have to go punish my uncle now. He's mine."
"Yours?" Ron sneered. "Are you going to let him go?"
"He had my mother all but killed, Weasley, I'm going to return the favor a few times before he dies a horrible death." Harry got sick in the bushes. "Sorry to be so graphic. The Headmaster?"
"He's resting," McGonagall told him, softening her tone. "You really want to harm him?"
"No, I really want to kill him. He's the reason I didn't get to attend school normally." He smiled at her. "Can you please help me get to whomever I put in my demands with?"
"They're doing trials tomorrow. Did you need a place to stay?"
"I could stay at the family home," he assured her.
"They're doing the trials here tomorrow. You may stay."
"Thank you." Xander smiled and shook her hand. "I'm sorry I fell so far behind over the last year. The Ascension kinda got in the way again. But I promise to get some things done this summer."
She nodded, smiling slightly. "I did enjoy your candy bar changed into a gerbil." He grinned brighter.
"He did that?" Ron asked. "A Malfoy?"
"Yeah, a Malfoy," Xander agreed. "One whose mother had to run for her life from the same people you fought earlier. The one who got tainted by his Hellmouth and who is supposed to be staying there." He shook his hand. "Sorry to have waited so long to meet you. My cousin swore about you often in our infrequent letters." Ron laughed. "Harry." He nodded. He swayed a bit. "Ow." He blinked a few times and noticed the worried looks. "I'm fine, just a little battered. Nothing a pain potion and a nap won't cure."
"Right this way, Mr. Malfoy," she said, leading him to a room. She found the Headmaster waiting. "What are you doing out of bed!" she shrieked.
"I came to see what Xander has planned," Dumbledore said gently. He tapped the top of a bottle. "Take this before you lose control."
"Thanks. Pain?" Dumbledore smiled. "You're a blessed man, Albus Dumbledore, and you deserve to have many kids who drive you insane." He swallowed the potion and grimaced. "Eww, hellmouth dirt again."
McGonagall smiled at him. "It is probably necessary." She left them alone.
"Sit, Xander, before you fall. Where is your cousin?"
"Sleeping on my couch," Xander said as he sat on the bed. "Can I have him?"
"I'll let you address his sentencing committee. It will be up to them." Xander nodded, relaxing. "Do you know what you want to do to him?"
Xander stretched out on his side. "I want to torture him for a bit and then kill him. I want it to last for a few years as well," he said thoughtfully. "Maybe give him nightmares straight out of my Hellmouth and make him live with them for a few years with a rotating series of pain and humiliation spells. Eventually I'll let him beg for mercy and kill him."
"I'll pass that on," Dumbledore said with a faint smile. "There are some who will enjoy the irony of a victim getting their own back." Someone knocked on the door. "Enter, Ron." Ron walked in and looked at them. "Are your parents here?"
"No, but Dad just called. He said things are going funny at the Ministry and they wanted you to show up. All the official messengers are heading for the other somewhat important people so I got deputized."
"You've got to watch out for people who volunteer you," Xander said with a small smirk. "That way ends up making you demon bait."
Ron looked at him. "You sound like you know."
"Very well," Xander agreed.
Ron shook his head. "At least you're an interesting evil bastard."
"Actually, I'm a force of chaos and one of the better good guys," Xander told him. "Uncle Lucius tried to have me killed because of it."
"Wow." Ron looked impressed. "Do you get along with your cousin?"
"Yeah. Most of the time. We're not close, but we can get along well enough not to kill each other. I left him sleeping on my couch, recovering from the loss of his mother."
"Oh." Ron looked pissed. "Was she there?" Xander shook his head. "Then how did she die?"
"His father got pissed at her for sticking up for her son. A natural instinct that he would never understand."
"Wow." Ron smiled at him. "I guess not all of you guys are so bad." He looked at his headmaster. "They really need you, sir. They're about out of common sense."
"I'll leave in a few moments, Ron. Thank you." Ron nodded and left them alone. "As you can see, life goes on."
"As always," Xander agreed. "Tomorrow?"
"I'll send someone for you," Dumbledore agreed, heaving himself up. "Rest, Xander, and we'll talk tomorrow about you finishing up your education this summer."
"Cool. I locked up the house and left him a note." He waited until the headmaster was gone to slump down in pain. "Ow." His Hellmouth was *really* pissed at him for ruining it's fun. He decided to sit down and meditate with it, hoping to make it not be so pissed. After all, humans needed to exist too and he would be bruised until the Hellmouth was done being pissed at him.
***
Xander looked at the board. "I know you don't know me, trust me, or really want me here, but I do have a prior claim that is stronger. Plus, I can promise he'll suffer for a damn good long time."
"Young man, swift justice is always better," the judge told him.
Xander focused on him. "I've suffered for nineteen years. My mother suffered for eighteen years. Both of us because of him and his stupidity."
"Explain," a member of the three-person panel demanded.
"I am Alexander Lavelle Lorentis Malfoy." The board shuddered. "I see some of you realize who I am?" he asked with some humor.
"You're the one who is bound to his Hellmouth." Xander nodded. "Why do you think he had anything to do with your...predicament?"
"Because my mother was meant to be a message to him not to fuck up again. She was to be killed and dropped on Lucius' doorstep. Because of him bringing her to that revel, I came to be and Voldemort got pissed or scared, no one's sure which. So he decided she was the perfect messenger." He sat down and stretched out. "Sorry, I had my own battle yesterday."
"That is fine," the judge said. "What did you fight?"
"An Ascension."
"Ow, damn," the questioning member breathed.
Xander nodded. "Basically." He looked at them again. "Because my mother knew she was going to be killed, she escaped by accepting the help of the friendly Sunnydale Hellmouth. Which then bound itself to me."
"Yes, but *why* was your uncle involved?"
"Because he slept with Voldemort's mistress," Xander told him. They all gasped. "Seeing the point now? If he had learned to keep his dick to himself, then my mother wouldn't have been put in danger. For that matter, he wouldn't have brought her to that revel most likely since that's where they were caught together. Hence her running to the Hellmouth and me being bound to it."
"She didn't ask for it?" the judge asked.
Xander shook his head, but he was smiling. "My mother hated that thing more than her camouflage husband."
"You speak in the past tense," the last member said.
"She died last year by the hand of her camouflage husband. He died by mine." The judges looked stunned. "I am first and foremost a protector of my family. I can't let either evil go without trying to get in on the punishment myself." He stood back up. "So I'm asking that his punishment be handed over to me. I guarantee that it won't last over five years, but it won't be over soon either."
"How will you do that?" the first questioning member asked gently. "We know of your control problems. I'm one of the Regents who authorized your study."
Xander lifted a hand and created a small portal. "My Hellmouth travels with me," he said simply. They gasped. "It's shielded, calm down. I wouldn't do to anyone what I've had done to me." He looked at them. "I plan on drawing on the memories of all the death and destruction it's seen and have it warp my *beloved* uncle's memories so it all happens to him. Then I'll put on this neat rotating spell that I found through a chaos sorcerer so he'll be in pain or humiliated whenever the mood of my Hellmouth strikes. By the time he's begging for mercy, I'll be more than happy to let him go, with my cousin by my side if he wants to be there."
"Still. That is a bit extreme," the judge pointed out. "Can you please unsummon it?"
"Sure." Xander let it creep back into his hand and looked at them again. "Do you need him to make an example of?" They shook their heads. "Do you have the space?" They nodded. "Are you hoping that I won't start a call for their victims to punish them?"
"Mostly," the judge agreed with a faint smile. "You are smart."
"I borrow it on occasion," Xander said with a small smirk. He looked down at his hand. "Oops, my cousin's finally awake." He looked over his shoulder and the Headmaster nodded, leaving to call him. "This is a unique situation. My mother lived. Most of their victims haven't. For that matter, most of them will be more than happy to watch them be Kissed, probably. I'm asking for revenge for the crimes he committed against his blood. You can have him once I'm done with him. I'll turn him over to the Dementors for a smooch and a cuddle as soon as he's begging for mercy and bleeding when he does it. Is a few years really going to make that much of a difference?"
"No," the judge said, "it won't." He looked at the others, who shrugged. "Fine. You may do both spells tonight, but he will stay in our jail."
"It's not like I want him wandering around my town," Xander assured them. "Then I'd have to hurt him physically as well once he was eaten and turned."
The judge nodded. "I understand. Are you prepared to do them before he is taken away?"
"Sure. I can do them both now with someone watching over my shoulder." The judge looked impressed. "I help a Slayer. I'm as prepared for any engagement as possible."
The Regent looked at him. "When are you going to finish up your studies?"
"This summer I hope," Xander told him. "I don't have anything to do and my friends know I'm disappearing for the summer. As long as I can get back and forth, it shouldn't be a problem. I've made up a bit more time than I thought possible this last year with everything going on. According to the syllabi I have, I only have a few more month's work left."
Draco stormed in. "How dare you!"
"Oh, shut up! They'll get to kill him after I'm done with him!" Draco looked hurt. "I'll get in some for your mom as well."
Draco stiffened. "My mother was a wonderful woman."
"I know," Xander agreed. "That's why I left the conniving and planning woman alone. For that matter, I leave you alone because she asked me to." He could see the humor in the silver eyes and shrugged. "You thought I really liked you?"
"Well, yes. I am quite brilliant."
"Good, then you can help me finish everything this summer," Xander told him. "That way I can finally graduate and not have to worry about people from your Ministry knocking on my door at two in the morning again."
Draco glared at him. "You greedy prat. The family fortune isn't enough?"
"Half of it's already mine," Xander reminded him. Draco shook his head and groaned. "Need something for that?"
"I should beat your arse," Draco assured him.
Xander grinned. "But you love me too much right?"
"Or something like that," Draco said dryly. "I wanted to be here."
"You needed the rest more. Just like I did last year, Draco. Now sit down and relax. These semi-nice people were going to let me torture your father for both our mothers for a few years before we allow him to be Kissed."
"Brilliant of them I suppose," Draco agreed, sitting down. "You're bleeding again."
"Shit happens," Xander reminded him. He looked back at the panel and smiled. "Sorry. I left him on my couch at home. Willow probably woke him up." Draco nodded.
"Did she remember you?" Dumbledore asked.
"Barely. As his cousin or some such, nothing more," Draco said with a wave of his hand. "I want to ask the board if they're going to put a financial judgement against our family. It's going to take most of the fortune to rebuild the family name."
"Plus, I still have to find a suitable girlfriend for him," Xander pointed out. The Regent tried hard to hide his laughter.
"Not one for yourself?" Draco asked.
"I was warned that any kid I had might be the embodiment of my Hellmouth. Do you really want that walking around?"
"Well, no," Draco said, thinking about it. "It might be interesting, but not particularly fun I suppose."
"Enough," the judge said, smiling at them. "No, no one has put forward a claim against the family name or titles. Please put that spell on under the Auror's watchful gaze, Alexander." Xander nodded. "Also finish your schooling."
"Hey, I tried. Slaying got in the way," Xander complained. "I'm doing your stuff, the muggle stuff, and slaying. It's tiring." He bowed to them. "Thank you." He tugged on Draco's sleeve, making him follow him to the other room. He pulled his wand and said a small curse, touching his wand to his Uncle's head. Lucius sneered at him. "Remember, it's worst in the middle of the night. Unless you switch sleeping patterns." He smirked back. "You knew better, Lucius, and it's come back to bite you now. You should have never tried to harm my mother." He stepped back and looked at the aurors. "Done."
"Thank you, Mr. Malfoy." The lead auror watched as the boys walked out. "He's a Malfoy?"
"My sister's son," Lucius sneered. "A worthless excuse for one of us." His head slowly inflated, making the people around him laugh. "Stop it!" he demanded.
The auror smiled at him. "Your nephew was granted the right to punish you before you die. It looks like we'll have some fun from it at least." The extra air came out of Lucius' ear, making him scream in pain.
"Huh," another auror said, smiling at his boss. "Looks like we'll have a lot of fun from it."
Lucius slumped to the ground, gritting his teeth at the pain as his head deflated rapidly. "My Lord will save me," he assured them.
"Yay."
*** Sometime In September ***
Xander watched as his cousin danced with a nice young woman and finished his beer. It was time for him to go. He put his keys into an envelope and wrote out a short 'I'll be back sometime' note, then left them on the table. He walked away, using a small portal to get back home. "Much nicer way to travel," he said happily as he walked out into his kitchen. He found one of his stepfather's girlfriend's in the kitchen. "How in the hell did you get in here?"
"Rob let us in."
"Rob! Get your lazy, drugged-up ass out of my house!" Xander screamed, heading for his room. His cousin was found and dragged down the stairs by his arm, then tossed out into the nice afternoon sunlight. "You too. All of you. This is my house. Not my stepfather's and you don't have any right to be here."
"But he left it to us."
"His name wasn't on it anywhere," Xander pointed out. "The judge told you that. Out!" They ran screaming out the back door and Xander turned to find his cousin standing on his doorstep. "Hey, Draco. Weren't you with someone!"
"You arrogant bastard!" he shouted, walking in and slamming the door. "You leave me there surrounded by greedy bitches who only like me for my name and decide I'm having fun!"
"I thought the girl you were with was nice," Xander defended. "She wasn't?"
"No, I suppose she was," Draco said thoughtfully, then he shook his head. "That's not the point. You are a Malfoy."
"Who still has a duty to perform here and a three-month furlough," Xander pointed out. "I said I'd be back."
"When would that be?" he sneered. "At my wedding?"
Xander nodded. "Yeah, definitely. Sooner if you had called over and asked politely or nicely." Draco raised an eyebrow. "I'm coming back! I may have to make it more rare since the slaying is starting to pick up again, but I'm going to be around. Speaking of," he said, glancing out the window. "That's a Buffy." Draco looked and his mouth dropped open. "Tiny, isn't she?" he asked with a grin. "Tough, strong, and nearly unstoppable. I suppose she's looking for me." He opened the curtains, but turned and found his cousin gone. "Bitch," he decided. He'd send something horrible and nasty to his cousin in a few days. Once things slowed back down. "Hey, Buffy," he said with a grin as he answered the door. "Why didn't you kick the step-relative's butts?"
"Oh, I don't know, they're human?" she suggested, giving him a hug. "Are you back?"
"Yuppers. I was going to pop around tonight and take my lovely women out for a stroll and a bit of dancing." She grinned and giggled. "Think the other female-type person would enjoy that?"
"I think she'd adore that," Buffy agreed, giving him a second hug. "Hey, who's the blond?"
Xander looked over his shoulder. "Where did you go?"
"You forgot your clothes, dumbass," Draco snorted. "I was retrieving them for you. Be thankful, I didn't harm any of them."
"Thanks. That's so sweet," he cooed, making his cousin shudder. "Buffy, this is my cousin Draco. His father and my mother were siblings."
"Oh, so you're from the *good* side of the family?"
"Not exactly," Draco said, shaking her hand. "Xander, dinner?"
"Tomorrow so I can catch up with Willow and Buffy?" Draco nodded. "Go back to that nice girl. She was pretty and smart."
"She was also lesbian and told me she was using me to make her girlfriend jealous," Draco told him.
"Sorry, man, I thought it'd be all right and maybe even work out." Xander shrugged. "I tried." He looked at Buffy. "Want to date her? She's very nice if you're not an asshole." Draco lifted an eyebrow. "No, huh?" Draco shook his head, pressing his lips together. "Fine. Maybe Willow?"
"She's still taken," Buffy pointed out, looking back and forth between them. "You two get along?"
"Most of the time," Draco agreed. "It was nice meeting you. Dinner, eight sharp, Xander. Wear decent clothes please." He walked away, heading for the convenient portal that his cousin had opened for him. He walked out in his study and looked around, coughing. "Air out this place!" he ordered. A tired laugh came from the couch, making him spin around and look at the frail body. "Severus!" He hurried over, checking him over. "I have some pain potion downstairs. I made it myself. Come, let me get you to a bedroom. No one need know you're here." He helped his former Head of House up to his mother's room and put him into the bed, hurrying to get him something for his pain. He came back and found the man asleep. "What happened to you?" he whispered, putting the vial down on the bedside table. He saw a house elf and motioned it closer. "I want him watched. As soon as he is awake, I want him bathed and I want to be notified." The elf nodded, looking scared. "I also want a soothing broth made for him and clean bandages brought up in case we need them." The elf nodded and scurried away. Draco pulled over a chair to sit and wait until one of them came back to watch over the older man for him.
*** Two Years Later (Season Six Buffy Time) ***
Xander hated to do it, but he had to. He could feel her going bad. It had been almost six months since he had talked to his cousin, and over a year since they had been close, but he needed his help now. Unfortunately, his cousin was being a brat the last time they had talked. He tossed in some floo powder. "Draco Malfoy." His cousin's head appeared and he looked upset. "Sorry, cousin, but I need some help pronto."
"What's wrong now?" Draco snorted. "Too many demons?"
"No, Willow." Draco lost half of his sneer. "She lost her bonded lover."
"So?"
"They were soul-bound, Draco! She's lost it! She's presently sucking dark magic out of some books so she can destroy the world." His cousin rolled his eyes. "You think I'm kidding, but I'm not. Willow is more than strong enough to do that. It's bad enough she got hooked into a magic pusher last year. Now she's lost the one thing that was holding her together. She's gone off the deep end and there's nothing I can do to stop her."
"So you called me," he said dryly. "How pleasant."
"I figured that since you live in the world and would probably like to continue that condition that you might want to help me since my own powers are on the blink right now thanks to Willow." Draco looked alarmed. "She did something last month and it's been irritating my magic. I can't cast anything without some sort of whiplash-like reaction. I've got marks from earlier when I tried to float over some toast." He showed off the cuts to his arms. "Please. Come help me stop her. I'm begging here, man, and you're the only one I know who has sufficient dark knowledge to affect her if necessary."
"I'll be over as soon as I can. I'll portikey in."
"Find the biggest source of the disturbance, I'm heading out to fight her now." He signed off and stood up, grabbing his nearly-useless wand. He tried to call out to the hellmouth, but it was still clogged up. Something bad was going to happen and it wasn't happy either. He could feel it fighting its way free of the blockage. He hoped it'd be in time. He felt her kill Warren and flinched, starting to cry. "Willow, no!" he begged, hurrying out to find her. By the time he did, the world was already starting to go to hell and there still wasn't any sign of his cousin. He steeled himself and pulled what little magic he had around him, stepping up to her. "Hey, Black- Eyed Girl. Whatcha doin'?"
When Draco finally got there, he found the girl sobbing in his cousin's arms, the statue still erect, and the magic practically throbbing. "Xander?" Xander looked up at him, his eyes haunted. "Come. We'll take her back with us."
"We can't. I'm trapped here," Xander whispered. "So is she now." Draco looked stunned. "Giles is coming."
"Then let me help you back to your house."
"I'm staying with Buffy now. They needed me when she died and came back." He stood up, wincing in pain. "Come on, Willow. Let's get together with everyone else. We'll deal, we always have."
Willow looked at Draco. "I know you," she told him.
"Yes, you probably do," he agreed. "I was sent to help you and more help is on the way. They'll help you, Willow Rosenberg." She nodded and let them lead her off. Draco gave the temple a last look and then she waved a hand, causing it to sink again. He felt fear for the first time since he had graduated and looked at his cousin. "How long?"
"A few days since Tara died," Xander told him. "Since it's been like this? Nearly a year." He looked at his cousin. "I tried to tell you, Draco, you refused to listen. You were too tied up in your partying." He got Willow into his car and started it. "Buckle up, Draco." The other man nodded and they were off, heading to regroup. Buffy and Dawn both gave them a wide berth, Dawn running up to cry in her room. Giles came in and stopped to look at them. "She's letting it go," he said quietly.
Draco cleared his throat. "I'm bringing her back with me if you can get her free." Willow made a protesting noise. "No more from you," he said harshly. "Dumbledore wants you to explain yourself. He'll help you so you can't do it again." She nodded, still sobbing. Draco looked at the Watcher again. "It's for the best and your own kind can watch over her after we've talked with her."
"That would be fine," Giles agreed. "I'll make arrangements." Xander passed out and he barely caught him. "What happened?"
"I hit him!" she sobbed.
"He's got magic poisoning," Draco told him. "I'm taking him as well. I'll need a few ounces of dirt from as close to the hellmouth as possible."
"I'll do what I can," Giles agreed, but Buffy stormed out. "H...how long?"
"Him? A few days at the least. Maybe a month." He shrugged. "However long it takes." Giles nodded. "Willow is going to be interviewed and then they'll make a decision. I'll send word tonight." He gathered them together and accepted the dirt when Buffy came back. "Give me a few days." She nodded, tearing up. "It will be fine." He took them back to his house, letting Snape get Xander and put him down. "He's been poisoned by his Hellmouth. It thinks he's getting old or some such." He knocked Willow out. "Such a fragile package for all that power," he noted.
"She'll do well against *him*," Snape reminded him.
Draco looked at him. "When is the Headmaster coming?"
"He'll be here any minute now. Let me mix something for the boy." Draco handed over the dirt. "Is that wise?"
"In case we need it," he pointed out. "It may be the only thing that saves him." Snape nodded and disappeared. He had hidden in the house since the day he had shown up, nearly two years earlier. Draco waited until the Headmaster got there. "She lost her bonded mate according to my cousin," he reported. "It was her."
"I see." Albus woke Willow up. "Come, young lady, let's get you cleaned up and then we'll have a long talk."
"Yes, Mr. Dumbledore," Willow said in a tiny, weak voice. "I'm sorry. I just wanted it all to end! All the pain and suffering! I couldn't take it anymore."
"I know." He soothed her even as he got her moving. "What's wrong with your cousin?"
"He said something about his term coming to an end because he was getting old or some rot," Draco said coldly. "I didn't listen."
"I'm sure you can fix it." He led the girl away, helping wick some of the power floating around her to a safer place.
Draco rang for some supplies, accepting them so he could clean his cousin up. "Full circle, Xander." His cousin didn't answer and it worried him, but he knew he'd survive. He had survived his mother's poisoning attempt when he was younger, he could survive a few scratches and a power drain now.
***
Dumbledore looked at Willow, sipping his tea. "It is very important that you understand the conditions, Willow. We can't allow you to do something similar again."
"I know." She looked at her hands. "I'm willing to take him on." She looked at him. "If I win?"
"Then you'll be taught control of what magic you have left. If you die, of course both problems would be solved." She nodded. "If you don't succeed in defeating him, then at least he'll be weakened and we'll be able to finish him off after you." She nodded again. "Do not think about going in to die, because if you do you will destroy your best friend."
"I already did," she pointed out. "I brought her back and ripped her from heaven."
"The other one," Draco said from his perch. "The male one?" he said when she looked at him.
"Xander will live without me," she told him. "He's got you."
"Yes, well, he can't live here, remember?" She slumped. "Besides, you've known him for a great deal longer than I have. It will destroy him to lose you, much more than it did to lose his mother. Consider that incentive enough to kill Voldemort and not yourself."
"I'll do my best," she sighed, standing up. "Now?"
"Would you like a bit of a rest?" Dumbledore asked kindly. She shook her head. "Are you sure?"
"I can't sleep. The nightmares keep coming back." She slumped a little. "Even if I live, I might never be able to sleep again. All I see is death."
"Then put your gift to good use and rid the world of the worst evil since you," Draco told her. She nodded and Dumbledore took her away. Draco went to be with his cousin, who still hadn't woken up yet. "Anything?"
"Nothing is working. We need to cut his connection to the blasted hole."
"Wouldn't that kill him?"
"Yes, but if we can bring him back afterwards, he'll be able to live a normal life."
"With magic?"
Snape looked at him. "I don't know," he said honestly.
Draco slumped down into a chair. "He's said often enough that he'd take being muggle over being like this."
"Fine, I'll get started. Do you know this CPR he talks about?" Draco nodded. "Really?"
"He sent me a first aid book for my birthday two years ago," Draco admitted. "The note said it might come in handy while Voldemort was still around." He stood up. "I'll get the book to refresh my memory." He headed for his study, retrieving the small book. He turned and found one of his friends standing there. "I thought I sent you home last night," he said quietly.
"You did. I want to know what's going on," she said, smiling at him. "A new lover?"
"My cousin's been poisoned while stopping the witch who tried to destroy the world last night. We'll need the privacy to heal him."
"Wouldn't a warm body help that?"
"No. He's not like that. He's got a duty," he said, starting to sneer.
"I'm sure he hates it as much as you." She waved a hand. "I forgot one of my bags." Draco rang a bell and a house elf ran in. "I want my bag," she demanded. Another one came running and handed it over. "It had better all be here."
"Leave!" Draco said, more firmly. She looked him over and snorted, but she did leave. He looked at the elves. "Turn off all the floos and do not admit anyone other than Dumbledore. I'll be in the living room." He walked away, trusting them to do as they were told. He found a strange wizard in his living room. "Who the bloody hell are you?" he demanded.
"Ethan Rayne, one of the people who helps teach him chaos magic," Ethan said with a smirk. "His hellmouth sent me." He haded over a small vial. "From it."
"Severus?" Snape stormed back in. "The Hellmouth sent him."
"Wonderful. Why?"
"Because it wants him back. Something bigger and worse than Rosenberg is coming for it and it's actually scared," Ethan said, sitting down. "It sent that with its minion. I'm assuming it's a healing potion of some sort."
Severus sniffed it then shook his head. "It will kill the boy." Ethan looked shocked. "Perhaps it has a new guardian in mind," he suggested.
"There's no one else. No children have been born in the last year," Ethan told him. "The First is coming and he'll have to help defeat it." Snape sucked in a breath. "Where is the redhead by the way?"
"Taking on our evil," Draco told him, frowning. "I've heard him mention you."
"Wonderful for you," Ethan said with a smirk. "I could care less. I was sent to help the boy, not you." He looked at Snape. "How may I help?"
"Come with me. I assume your own skills lie in wandless magic?"
"And demonic magic," Ethan agreed, standing up to follow him.
Draco sat down and held his head. How had all this gone so horribly wrong?
*** End Of Season Seven, Buffy Time ***
Xander took one last look around the hole that had been his town and nearly clicked his heels together. He hugged Buffy and Dawn. "Come see me if you're near the family home," he told them, then he hurried off. His wand created a portal without effort, and without the former chaos energy, so he landed on his doorstep. He opened the door and found his cousin standing on thestairs kissing some girl. "I'm back!" he shouted.
Draco stopped his kissing to look at his cousin. "Dear Merlin, what happened to your face!" he shouted, walking down to look at Xander's eyepatch and new scars. "You feel odd."
"I'm fine now," Xander said with a grin. "The eye is gone, courtesy of a fanatic preacher serving the First, but the Hellmouth is dead." He grinned. "I'm *normal*!"
"Congratulations," the woman said. "Draco, who is this?"
"This is my cousin, Xander," Draco said, smirking at her. "He owns half the house and is the other family heir." He looked at his cousin. "Are you staying?"
"I finally *can* stay," Xander said happily. "Want to show me around so I don't get lost in London? Oh, and help me find decent clothes since I won't have to live among the muggles anymore?"
"You lived among muggles?" the woman asked, walking down to join them. "Why?"
"Because I was a guardian of my hellmouth," he told her, sneering at her. "You are?"
"Sorry, this is my present girlfriend. Allice. Xander." He waved back and forth. "Excuse us, Allice." He drug Xander to his study and slammed the door. "You're free and the hellmouth is dead?"
"Yeah, you missed the hugest of huge battles. Willow activated every Slayer that had potential. We climbed into the sucker and fought the First Evil in there. It was one hell of a fight, Draco."
Draco's mouth hung open. "Then how are you free?"
"It's dead. Fully dead. All gone," he said with great happiness and a goofy grin. "No more Hellmouth for the Xan-man and no more needing the dirt problem, and no more sickness. So I thought I'd come bug you for a few years while I finish recuperating and calming down."
"It is half your house," Draco agreed. He smiled. "No more needing that blasted potion?" Xander shook his head. "What about your house there?"
"Well, you see.... The town sort of got sucked into the hole as well. We got everyone out, but the entire town is gone. Oh, Anya died."
"Your ex?" Xander nodded. "Didn't she go back to being a vengeance demon?"
"And then she gave it up because her conscience got her. She died during the battle."
"Well." Draco sat down. "Welcome home. Did you need to write to anyone?"
"Nope, not really. Buffy and Dawn are on the run now, heading for a new trouble spot. I'm free!" He bounced excitedly. "And my magic still works! I can do *normal* stuff now."
"I'm happy for you. We should throw a celebration."
"Cool. Are we inviting the bitch?"
Draco snickered. "She's not that bad."
"Bet me. She's demonic, Draco." Draco raised an eyebrow. "She is. I can still feel it." His cousin opened his mouth. "Hey, it was how I was trained. Between Ethan and Giles, I learned a lot about demonic women. Okay, and the occasional succubus, but otherwise mostly demonic women. They were attracted to me because of my stunning former taint."
"I'll have to ask her later," Draco mused. He smiled. "First we'll have to get you appropriately attired. Those pants are distressingly dirty and muggle."
"That happens when you walk into a Hellmouth to fight. Feel thankful that I'm not covered in slime."
Draco noticed that Xander hadn't reoriented to face him when he shifted. So he stood up and waved a hand in front of Xander's face. "You can't see with the other eye?" he breathed.
"I cast a sight spell. I'm basically using bat sonar." He shrugged. "It's okay, I can deal with it. It's still attached."
"Your other isn't?"
"No, the guy pretty well popped it with his thumbnail. The doctors had to remove what was left."
"Eww."
"Yeah, pretty sick, but Spike saved me."
"Where is your favorite pet vampire?"
"Dead. He got returned to life and walked back into the hellmouth." Draco pulled him in for a crushing hug. "Thanks, Draco. So, can I stay?"
"You're more than welcome to stay," Draco assured him. "We'll cut a hellishly fun path through the eligible ladies." Xander chuckled. "That is if you still like them."
"Well, yeah. I'm not as indiscriminate as I used to be, but I could use some soft cuddling action. It'd make me feel a lot better about everything that went on."
"Then we'll start with dressing you," Draco decided, walking his cousin back to the entryway. His girlfriend was looking out a window. "My cousin seems to think that you're demonic, Allice. Are you?"
"That's a rude question," she snorted.
Xander held out his hand. "Xander Harris/Malfoy, depending on the community. Former boytoy of Anyanka." She hissed and stepped away from him. "Don't fuck with my cousin. She may be dead, but there's plenty more where she came from and I know the one for what you're doing." She shrieked and disappeared in a flash of light. "Stupid of her, taking you on of her own free will and not because of an assignment. Shopping?"
"Shopping," Draco agreed, his head reeling. "I wasn't an assignment?"
"No, then she would have stayed. She'd have had a claim to fix you if it was an assignment and wouldn't have scurried off back to her masters. She was fucking with your life for fun. But I'm here now and that's my job," he said with a fond punch to his cousin's shoulder. "Bring on the ladies, Draco."
Draco shook his head and groaned. "First, let's get you checked over. You look frightful." He led him back down to the basement apartment. "Severus?" Snape opened his door. "Look who finally got free."
"It was odd, but the hellmouth sort of choked and died," Xander said, shrugging. "It wanted me back enough to fix the taint in the first place and then it fully let me go with a hellacious charge of energy and a set of well-wishes. Oh, can you see if you can regenerate this eye?" he asked, pointing at the remaining one. "I'd like to have partial sight."
"Why was it damaged?" Snape asked as he let them into his apartment.
"A minion of the First Evil." Xander felt Snape freeze. "It's okay, he's dead too. My town is gone. The Slayer lives. There's a number of them now. And I'm finally a nice, normal wizard who *really* wants to find a girl and settle down so I can have someone to tell stories to."
Snape hummed but he was smiling. "I'm sure your cousin can introduce you to many suitable women." He looked over Xander's face. "That last eye isn't too injured. I may be able to get that fixed at least." He walked over to his bench. "Will I have to mix that potion with the dirt?"
"Nope, the hellmouth died, Professor Snape. It is no more."
Snape laughed. "Congratulations then, young man." He quickly mixed together a standard healing drought and handed it over. "Try this and I'll work on something for your eye." He watched as Xander swallowed it, smiling at him. "Well. You still trust me?"
"No, but I'm still immune to most poisons," Xander said, handing back the small bottle. He grinned. "Don't try it with me. I like you and I don't want to have to hurt you." He patted the man on the chest, shocking him. "Really."
"Xander," Draco said calmly. "He is here as my guest."
"Cool. I appreciate that. Just setting my stance. Don't try and poison me and don't try to hurt me. I'm just back from the long-term war and I'm still jumpy." Snape laughed again. "That was a healing potion?"
"A new one. Fairly effective. Can you see anything?"
Xander shook his head. "Not yet." He yawned. "Stupid time difference. Portal lag." He slumped a little and his cousin caught him. "Nap before shopping?"
"Of course. I'll put you in my former room." He led Xander up to his new room and settled him into it, watching as his cousin fell asleep. He turned and found his guest behind him. "Were you trying to poison him?"
"One of the ingredients is poisonous when used alone," Snape told him.
"He's still sensitive to it, I wonder what else he kept," Draco mused. "I'd like to keep him around for now. At least until he ruins another girlfriend for me." Snape looked amused. "Drove her off. Though I do admit that he was correct in her being demonic." He smirked. "I'll leave him in your care while I make all the necessary arrangements for a party tomorrow night." Snape gave him a look. "I think you two will understand each other better than I ever could him," he said with a smirk. "He's injured from the dark, as are you. You've both fought and lost. I think you two may well end up friends." He strolled away, going to call in his other girlfriend. He had some time before he had to start preparations for the small party. She walked out of the floo and smiled at him, sliding into his lap when he patted it. "My cousin is back for good," he told her, then he kissed her.
"Surely you're not going to try and share me," she teased.
"No, I think you're much too sweet for his tastes. He's fought too long to go for anyone too nice." He stood up, walking her up to his room, which had been his mother's. "I need to celebrate in my own way," he told her, closing the door. She shivered and let him undress her.
Down the hall, Xander had grabbed Snape and was holding on tightly, like he was a teddy bear. "Good you," he whispered. "Nice and not-sweet. I like that," he growled. Snape looked alarmed but managed to keep himself from hurting the young man. He would let him go eventually.
Little did he know that Xander wasn't one to let go, and that he liked the hunt.
The End.
Anything.
Ron Weasley sat down in the classroom, thinking. It was quiet here and no one was going to come looking for him. They had just survived another battle and Harry was in the infirmary. It had been a bad one this time, so very bad. It had been close before, but this time he had actually nearly lost everyone he cared about. He couldn't do this anymore, and he couldn't take the tension. It had been much too close.
He pulled a small piece of parchment out of his pocket. During the last bout of research, he had come across this spell. It had to help, it just had to. He pulled his wand as he read the short spell. Nothing happened, but he didn't really expect anything to pop out at him yet. When he got close to something that would help them, it would come. He hoped. He slid off the desk with a sigh, he should probably go check on Harry. Everyone else would be gone by now. He left his safe haven and headed for the infirmary.
***
It had been two weeks and nothing had popped out at him yet, and Ron was worried that the spell had been a dud. There was talk of another attack coming soon, that the Dark Lord was getting over zealous with wanting to take the school. So he was researching again. He walked into the library, heading for the group's normal table. As he passed by a corridor of the library, a book flew off the shelf and hit the floor.
"No, it can't be," he told himself. He looked around and saw the librarian, Irma Prince, heading for him. "I didn't do it," he told her. Her pursed lips said she didn't believe him, but no one else was in that section. He walked in and picked it up under her hawk-like gaze, bringing it back to her. "A mythology book," he told her. She rolled her eyes and walked away. But he knew that it might have an answer so he checked it out, hiding it in his bag. He'd have time to read it later. Hopefully it had a clear answer, or at least a direction to look in. He sat down beside Hermione, taking his share of the books to look through. "What am I looking for?"
"A small creature," she told him. "It's been seen around the school. It tried to attack Harry last night in the infirmary."
"The little brown thing with teeth?" he asked. She nodded. "Okay." He opened the first book to flip through it.
***
Up in the Astronomy tower that night, Ron read the mythology book by wand-light. He'd be in deep shit if he was found out of bed, there was a curfew active for the whole school, but he couldn't do this in his tower. Too many nosy people. So here he was, bundled up against the cold coming in through the windows, and reading a subject that he thought was pure fables before. He'd heard of some of these myths before, but he never believed in them. How was this supposed to help? He came to the end of the book just before dawn and found a small parchment taped to the back cover. A summoning spell. Maybe this was what had caused the book to fall? He carefully undid it and read over it. Not too hard. He could find all the ingredients tomorrow during classes, and he had a small knife in his trunk. He looked out the window, watching the sun come up. It was beautiful, and it was going to stop being so pretty if He-Should-Not-Be- Named won. Plus, everyone he cared for would be dead. He'd do anything to keep that from happening. Not his family, or Harry, or Hermione. No one else should have to die. He steeled his reserve. The worst that could happen would be nothing. He could handle those odds. He gathered everything together and let the light go. The dorm doors would be unsealed soon and he needed a shower before class.
As he snuck back, he was very careful that no one saw him. The Marauder's Map was very handy when you wanted to buck the rules. Harry wouldn't mind if he knew. Hopefully.
***
Ron set everything out, it was all ready. All he had to do was say the incantation, add his blood, and wait. He closed his eyes as he cut his palm, not wanting to see the blood. He hated the sight of blood. He'd seen too much of it since he started school. He heard the blood drip into the cup and opened his eyes, picking up his wand to say the final part. With the last word, a small breeze came through the windows of the tower. "Hello?" he asked softly.
A soft laugh surrounded him, blowing on the breeze.
"Please?" he called. "I really was serious."
A shimmery figure solidified in front of him, becoming a ghost. "Yeah, whaddya want with me?" he asked with a grin.
Ron swallowed. This being could make sure his family lived. "I need help," he said, leaning closer. "I just want it to stop, for no one else to die in this war." The ghost nodded for him to go on. "I don't care what the price is, I'm willing to die so the arsehole doesn't win."
The ghost solidified a little more. "What asshole?" He sat on the floor, crossing his legs indian style. "What do you think I can do to help?"
Ron put the book next to the candle. "I cast a spell to help me find something that would help. This book flew out at me. In it was the spell I just used." He swallowed and looked around. He was probably breaking a *lot* of rules at the moment and his usual luck would get him caught.
"Relax, kid, I sealed the tower when I came in," the ghost told him. "Now, what war?"
"Have you heard about..." he took a deep breath. "Voldemort?" The ghost shook his head. "He's a wizard who's trying to take over the world. He's killing people." Ron swallowed again. "My friends and family are in his way. I know they're next. And I'm willing to do whatever it takes to save them. Even to the point of dying for it. I can't see them die."
The ghost nodded and leaned over, touching Ron's forehead. "Show me." Ron thought of every thing he had heard and read about the Dark Lord. When the ghost pulled back, the sky was lightening. "Okay, I can help," he said. "And the price is simple. I'm who I am, but I need a small piece'a soul to become whole again." Ron paled but nodded. "That's what I need."
"Who are you?" Ron asked quietly.
"You called on me and didn't know who you were calling on?"
Ron nodded. "I'm desperate. There's nothing that'll bloody well stop him and the book had stories about people who could."
The ghost laughed. "Good point." He held out a hand. "I'm Strife, God of Mischief."
Ron's mouth fell open. "Wicked," he breathed.
Strife's grin got naughtier. "Usually," he agreed. "Do you agree to my terms?"
Ron nodded. "Take as much as you need. Why do you need it anyway?"
"See, a few years back, I kinda died. It sucks, but I'm a God again and not solid. So if I get a piece of soul, freely given, then I can regain the breathing stuff." Ron nodded, looking rapt as he listened. "Do you want him dead or just gone?"
"Dead would be great," Ron said happily. "Him and his followers would be even better. But anything you could do would be wonderful. I just can't lose them."
Strife nodded. "I understand. War can be like that. I'll have to ask for formal permission, but I doubt Unc'd mind." He stood up. "You'll see me again, soon. Watch the news, kid." He winked and floated away.
Ron blew out the candle and cleaned up his mess. This was great, there was help coming! His soul wasn't too big of a price to pay. He snuck down to one of the bathrooms, he really had to pee.
***
Strife appeared next to his Uncle, Ares. "Hey, you heard about this Voldemort guy yet?" he asked.
Ares looked up from his book. "Yeah, and?"
"I got asked ta deal with him."
Ares grunted. "Go for it. I don't favor him, his methods make me sick. He's a pain in Hecate's side too so you might want to talk to her first." He looked down at his book again. "Have fun."
"Oh, I plan on it," Strife said with a smirk. He faded out, going to visit his favorite auntie. She always liked him. "Hey, Auntie Heccy?" he called as he appeared in her temple. She came out of a dark corner, giving him a smile. "Can I toast and roast the Voldemort guy?"
She laughed. "It's good to see you taking up your former hobbies, but why ask me?"
"Because he's one'a yours. Wizard, takin' over the world, pissin' people off. So, can I have him?"
"Let us go see him first," she told him, taking his hand so they could travel together. They landed next to a clearing, watching a group of figures in dark robes with silver masks. "Who are these?"
"Death Eaters, his personal terror squad."
She grimaced. "This is not my way." She watched and read them, coming up with a picture that made her quite upset. She raised a hand, writing a message in the snow. "If you do not follow my ways, beware, for I will enforce my rules," she muttered as she wrote.
In the clearing, the figures stopped to look at the message, then started to scream and curse each other, making each other scream to find out who had written the message.
She laughed. "This is quite fun." She kissed his ghostly cheek. "Have fun, nephew. I have no favor for these idiots." She watched as a new figure appeared, giving it a disgusted look. "And he is not one of mine. I disavow him. He's fair game." She disappeared.
Strife considered this new guy. Part snake by the scales and the red eyes. Pure evil, worse than some of the bad guys he'd ever fought. And he was his to play with. Strife floated up to sit on a tree limb, trying to figure out the perfect torture for this schmuck.
***
Hecate appeared at a place she favored, startling nearly everyone in the Great Hall. She was nearly forgotten here, but they still followed her ways even though they didn't follow her. She walked among the students, stopping to examine and mark a few of them for her future attention. It was time for her to reassert her balance in the world. She stopped in front of one group, smiling at the redhead. Ah, Strife's caller. She couldn't touch him, but she saw it was for the best of all reasons. His friends, though, they were going to have some trouble. One chosen by fate of birth to fight, and one who would die soon. She would talk to the Fates about the girl so the boy wouldn't get terribly upset. If Strife liked this one that much, the boy getting upset would upset him and that wouldn't do. She walked on, walking up to the head table. The old man up there smiled and nodded at her. "Very nice indeed," she told him, then disappeared.
Dumbledore looked out across the students. "All will be explained to you eventually," he called out. "Eat please." He looked down at Harry, Ron, and Hermione. They would probably need talking to.
Little did he know that Snape had seen the one student who hadn't looked scared at the woman's appearance.
***
Snape closed the door behind Ron's back and walked around to sit behind his desk. "Tell me," he said smoothly, "why you were the only one not scared at dinner tonight, Mr. Weasley."
Ron shrugged. "I figured she was a ghost." His hands went into his pockets and he played with his wand. "She didn't look scary."
"Indeed?" Snape asked. "Yet she scared almost everyone else."
Ron snorted. "I've seen scarier. I was beside Harry this year, not stuck back at the beginning after solving a problem. After seeing *him*, why should I be scared of a ghost?" He shifted his stance, bouncing slightly. "All she did was look everyone over. It's nothing more than the other ghosts do. And I'm not answering any questions without the head of my house here. I know my rights."
"You have no rights, you are a student," Snape sneered. "You will answer me or you will be expelled. I'm sure I can find *something* to warrant it, what with your participation in the war."
Someone tapped on the door and Dumbledore walked in. "Good," he said with a smile. "Severus, if you would please give us a minute?" Snape walked out, slamming the door behind him. "Ronald Weasley," he said as he sat on the edge of the desk. "What did you do, son? You can tell me and I won't be upset."
Ron swallowed. "I just couldn't stand to see anyone else die," he said quietly, looking down at his feet. "So I cast a spell looking for something to help in the war."
"And you found her?"
Ron looked up at him and shook his head. "Strife came when I called," he admitted.
"His price?"
"Part of my soul so he can be solid again."
Dumbledore smiled and nodded. "That's what I would expect from him. He's been looking for one for a while now." He patted Ron on the shoulder. "Do you know who she was?"
Ron nodded. "I figured it out from the book. She was Hecate." Dumbledore's smile brightened. "Am I in trouble, sir?"
"No. I understand why you did it." He stood up. "Go back to your house and respect the curfew, Mr. Weasley. I'm sure we'll have an answer to your prayers soon enough." He watched as Ron scurried out of the room, and Severus walked back in. "He found the book," he said with a smile. "She's come back to pick her sides."
Snape sneered. "She's just a myth, Albus. If anything, Mr. Weasley was right, she's a ghost."
"If you say so." Dumbledore left him alone.
Severus sat behind his desk and scowled at the walls. Something was going on and he didn't know about it. He didn't like this feeling.
***
Hecate appeared to the Fates, frowning at them. "You have to kill her?" she asked.
The Fates pulled up the thread she had to be talking about. "It is her time," Atropos told her.
"It will be an easy death," Clotho added.
Hecate frowned. "But the boy called so no one else would die."
"It is not the war, it is her destiny," Clotho explained. "She will become a spirit."
"Ah." Hecate smiled. "Then I will tell him." She examined the thread, then went back to the school, homing in on Strife's mark. She appeared sitting on the end of Ron's bed, carefully pulling the curtains around him so as not to disturb anyone else. She nudged him gently, smiling sadly at him as he woke. "There is one death that I cannot stop," she told him as soon as he was aware.
"My sister?" he asked.
She shook her head. "Not your family, but a friend. The little Granger witch. She will become a ghost," she soothed, reaching out to move some of his hair off his forehead. "She will find her position in life by being able to absorb knowledge."
Ron grimaced. "She's going to haunt the library? I'm sure she'll love it eventually."
She laughed. "She will be allowed to roam. We will attach her to you and your friend, the chosen one." She leaned over and touched her lips to his head. "Do not worry, all will work out fine, young Ron. You will not be one of my chosen, but you will be favored by many." She faded out.
Ron rubbed his eyes, not sure it hadn't been a dream. It was a horrible thought, but he was glad it was her and not Ginny. Or Percy. Or Fred and George. He shook himself and mentally chastised himself for the thoughts. They were bad. He shouldn't think like that. It was the start of the path that Voldemort had went down and he wouldn't be going there. He pulled his sheets up over his head and struggled to go back to sleep.
***
Strife appeared in front of the meeting, smiling at the Death Eaters and their Lord. "Hey, cool, most of the gang's here." He smiled. "I've been asked ta deal with you shitheads so let's go play a few games." He snapped his fingers, taking them away before they could protest or react. They all landed on a hillside and quickly found out that they had been put onto sides. "Attack," he ordered, shooting both sides with power to make them do what he wanted. Not that any of them wouldn't kill the others, they were power hungry and would gladly kill their fellow friends.
This was a battle that had always bugged him. He had planned his side carefully and they should have won. For some reason, they hadn't, and it was still bugging him. Out of all the battles he had been in, this one kept him up nights wondering why he had lost. He watched as the sides were decimated, wizards and witches falling fast under the hexes cast by the others.
"You forgot the calvary unit," Ares said as he appeared. He waved a hand and a Roman calvary unit appeared on the top side of the hill.
"Hey, no fair," Strife complained. "You kept my calvary unit from coming."
"Yay," Ares said, giving him a fond smile. "Get over it." He watched the carnage. "Good choices," he congratulated. "The sides were evenly balanced. Both sides are ruthless and you're saving energy because they're destroying each other." A cheer went up as Voldemort fell. "Very well done."
Strife grinned at him. "Thanks, Unc." He pointed a finger and the cops of the wizarding world appeared, a whole phalanx of them. "There ya go," he called, becoming semi-visible to those with the Sight. "A prezzie." He faded back out, watching as the aurors got the clue and waded in to stop the fight and arrest the living. They cheered when they found Voldemort alive.
It gave Strife a warm, squishy feeling. Not only had he done a lot of mischief, but he had paved the way for a new power-user to rise, one which he could help. He went to wait for the kid to wake up. It was payment time!
***
Strife appeared at his newly adoptive parent's table, making them start. "Hey," he said, waving with a goofy grin on his face. "Mom, Dad, how's it shakin'?"
"Um, who are you?" Molly asked carefully.
"Oh, sorry. I'm your new son, Strife." His new father's mouth opened. "I know, a little late for the birth announcement, but hey, it's all good ta me. I'm sorta a nice guy. And I gotta tell ya, you've already got three kids that might as well be mine. You've got another, but she's too intense and it's not chronic enough." He winked at Arthur. "I bet you're wonderin' what's goin' on."
Arthur nodded. "Yes, quite actually. Would you care to explain your comments?"
"Sure!" Strife said, telling them everything. When he had explained their son's part and was kicked back in the chair, he finished with, "So now you've got a great fuckin' A' son in me."
Molly, by force of habit, sprayed soap in his mouth. She blanched when he spluttered. "Oh, I'm sorry. It's a habit because of my sons!" she wailed, expecting to be hurt now. She had heard of him and knew what he was.
Arthur calmly handed over a glass of water. "You must excuse her, she's a mother and it's an automatic reaction."
Strife burped up a bubble and finished rinsing out his mouth. "Hey, it's nicer than my mom woulda done. She'd've smacked me into the wall." He grinned. "Cool! You're a great mom." She smiled weakly. "No big, this time." He winked at her and turned back to Arthur. "So, dad, what can I do around the house?"
"You can go degnome the garden," Molly suggested with a faint smile. It did need to be done, and he had offered.
Strife laughed. "You're so cool. I think I'm gonna like havin' you as adoptive parents. And I'll even tell Ma ta leave you guys alone." He winked and left.
Arthur looked around the kitchen. "I'm looking forward to seeing the paper today," he told his wife. She swatted him. "It is rather interesting."
"You need to have a talk with your son."
He stroked the back of her hand. "I know how he feels, Molly. I didn't want to see you die either," he told her in a near whisper. "I would have done the same if I were him. He doesn't deserve it."
"But part of his soul, Arthur!" she complained.
"It could have been much worse," he reminded her. "We've raised him right, he won't turn dark." He gave her a smile. "How about some more tea, love." She nodded and poured him some.
Hecate appeared on the garden-side of the table, smiling at them, her new dark priest kneeling at her side with his face buried against her stomach. "Very sensible," she told them with a smile. She patted the blond head, making her priest moan. "I did not choose your son for one of mine, though he will be important." She kissed Molly on the cheek. "You have always kept my ways. That's what allowed him to call on us." Molly blushed.
Draco lifted his face away from her side. "Thank you for saving me," he told her, giving her a smile.
"She saved you?" Arthur asked.
Draco looked around, noticing that they weren't in his room anymore. He nodded. "She showed me that what I wanted wasn't to serve someone else and my ambitions were not so very evil after all."
Hecate stroked over his hair again. "I have priests on both sides, he is one of my top dark priests."
"I would gladly turn myself into a child again so I could suckle on you," he vowed. He was in awe of her. She had saved him from a very bad fate, joining his father in dying in prison. She had told him how he could be what he always wanted and no one would ever catch him if he listened and prayed to her. She was more than his personal Goddess, she was the God in his book! He buried his face in her stomach again. If she would let him, he would worship her in every way, with his body, his prayers, his mind, his soul if she asked.
She smiled down at him, hearing his thoughts. "Your prayers are enough for now," she told him quietly. He looked up at her, giving her a smile. "The others we will talk about when you are older, Draco." He purred and went back to nuzzling her stomach. She smiled at the parents again. "There will not be another like Voldemort again, I will see to it. If they had only listened, they wouldn't have been destroyed." She faded out, taking her most ardent worshiper with her.
Molly snickered, Arthur shaking his head. "I wonder if he knows that she has dark priests that do good and good priests that do dark," she gasped. She jumped as a cool arm was wrapped around her shoulder.
"He's still my son," Discord whispered in her ear. "Keep up my training and smack him around some. It'll do him good." She disappeared again.
Arthur shook his head. He really wanted to see the paper now.
***
Dumbledore stood up front of the gathered students, smiling down at them. "As many of you have heard, the Dark Lord is no more!" he said happily. The students applauded. "Due to some very ....unusual circumstances, no one has to fear for the safety of their family any longer. The remaining Death Eaters are being gathered up as we sit here and by the time you leave next month, everything should go back to normal." That got more applause. "Tonight, we celebrate!" He waved a hand and a feast appeared. "Eat, be merry." He looked at Draco. "Celebrate a new start in life." He sat back down to thunderous applause. He looked over at Ron. Hermione had shown up at breakfast as a ghost, but a happy one. She had won Harry over quickly, and Ron was quite a bit more wild. Or maybe relaxed was the word he wanted. He was joking and laughing quite loudly, stunning his tablemates. But they would get used to it. They were still young. It would all be fine now.
The End.
It Must Be A Joke
Professor Dumbledore looked across the table at his staff of teachers. "I have sad news," he said solemnly. Everyone sat a little straighter. "The wizard who was making some very special and required potions and gadgets has died." A small shockwave went through the room. "It falls to me to name the successor for each task." He smiled at his staff. "This is a great thing, and will probably make many people happy all over the world. Though I know some of you would rather believe that this was a myth, it is real I assure you." He laid two scrolls on the table. "One of these is for our esteemed potions master," he said, pointing at the one on the right. "The other I still have to decide who to give it to." He looked at the eager faces, knowing that some of them had figured it out already. "Who among you are mechanically inclined enough to take on this sacred duty?" A few hands went up. "Then I will leave it among you to decide who is going to look at the device this year. Remember, it does work, though it seems to slip a cog every now and again." He smiled and sat down. "That is all."
Professor Snape took the parchment for him, unrolling it slowly. "What is this?"
"It's flying sugar," Dumbledore said with a small smile.
Snape gave him a disbelieving look. "You can't be serious." Dumbledore's smile got bigger. "He's *real*?"
Dumbledore nodded. "Very real and quite a nice older gentleman as well. We've shared quite a few cups of tea over the years." He stood up. "I suspect that you'll be wanting your students' help as that's a rather large batch to make. Remember, the potion must be *exact*. Too little power and they'll get tired before the night is through. Too much...." He nearly grinned. "Well, the last time someone got it too strong the reindeer didn't come down for two weeks." He walked away, leaving the potions master with his consternation.
"This must be some elaborate joke," Snape called after him.
"It's not, I assure you," Professor McGonagall told him. "I've met the man myself." She looked at the technical diagram. "I see where the problem is," she announced to her group. "This must be the slipping cog."
Snape stood up and walked out in a huff. He knew that they were making fun of him. Well, he would prove them to be wrong. He would make the potion his finest ever and then they would see who was laughing at whom. He looked at the scroll again, wincing when he saw some of the units of measure. He decided a small trip to the library would be for the best. He walked in and headed right to the restricted section. He had placed a few of his ancient tomes in here for safe keeping, just in case someone blew up the potions dungeon again. He found the one he was looking for and pulled it down, going to make notes. He knew what they were, but it was better to be sure than wrong. As he sat there making notes, a little voice in the back of his head reminded him that there had been presents that his parents had always denied buying for him until he had been about six. That was the year he had learned that his uncle had bought all those presents and had been the one who had put them under the tree. He snorted, shaking away his thoughts, and went back to his studies.
***
Professor Snape stared down at his favorite, yet most dreaded class. "We will be working on a *necessary* potion, something that Professor Dumbledore has asked us to make." He sneered down at the students on the Gryffindor side. "You will not talk about this potion outside of this class." He put his hands behind his back and paced between the tables. "This potion must be *exact*. There is no room for error in this potion. There is not a grade attached to it, but any potion that is not perfect can not and will not be accepted." He stopped to look at a particular group of 'good children'. "Mr. Longbottom, you are allowed to leave. Please write a two-scroll paper on the potion of your choice." Neville blushed but gathered up his things and left quickly. He considered the rest of the class, but he supposed they could do this competently. They were fifth years after all and had had him for five years. They should be up to the base of the potion. He turned and paced back to the front of the class. "As part of this spell is in archaic measures, I have set out sets of weights for you to use during this exercise." He pointed at the boxes on his desk. "Each of you will take one and will strive not to mess them up." He stopped and looked at the class. "I will not let you do the harder parts of the potion since none of you are ready for it. You are supposedly suitable to make the base though." He got out of the way. "Get a measure, sit down and I'll hand out sacks of components." The students filed up to grab their boxes then went back to their seats, looking at their new toys. As soon as the last student was sitting, he put sacks of sugar, herbs, and a special liquid on each table. Then he handed out the recipe to each table. "You will strive for excellence." He sat down to work on the finishing liquid to mix into the sugar compound. It was very intricate. So when someone dropped a scale, he looked up and made sure that no more of the fluid could pour into the flagon. "Granger!" he snapped.
"Not us, Professor Snape," she said quickly, patting the scale in front of her. She looked at the Slytherin side. "I think it was one of them since it's still on the floor." She finished measuring out the components for her table-mates, handing over the papers full of sugar first. "Sir, if I may ask," she said.
"No, you may not," he told her and got back to work. "You do not need to know, just do the work to my satisfaction." He added another two drops of the liquid from the vial in his hand.
Draco looked at the recipe and shoved everything aside. His table would make enough for him, they could double the recipe no problem. He looked at the careful measuring Hermione was doing. "Trying to earn points?" he asked snidely. "You'll never make it."
"Do shut up," Snape called. He looked up. "Malfoy, why aren't you working?"
"Sorry, sir, just stretching." He pulled everything back to him and added two handfuls of the herbs to the bowl in front of him. That looked about right.
Hermione shook her head and went back to her careful measuring. When she got to the last ingredient, she frowned. "Professor, which one of these is an arch-tepi? I've never heard of that one before."
He stood up and walked back to her set of weights, looking over them. "Where was the large white one?"
She found it under some of the parchment she had been using to weigh the ingredients out onto. "Here, sir. Is that it?"
"No, the arch-tepi is the white one and the blue one together, along with the smallest gold one." He put it onto the scale, watching as it balanced out.
"May I add another of the small brass ones for paper compensation?"
He looked down his nose at her. "Why would you need to?"
She gave him a serious look. "Because I'm better at measuring. I'm measuring out everyone's and they're mixing their own."
He nodded. "Good idea, though they should learn this themselves."
"Yes, sir, but I'm the most accurate."
"Good point," he said, nearly not sneering. He walked away, standing in front of his desk. "As Ms. Granger just pointed out, you'll be using a measure called the arch-tepi. That is the large white weight, the blue weight, and the smallest gold one together." Everyone nodded and made notes on their scrolls. "Good. Continue." He watched the class work for a moment, shaking his head at some of the student's attempts. "You three," he said, pointing at the table in front of Draco. "Give up and join Mr. Longbottom doing the paper." They left, leaving everything there. Everyone else looked like they were doing it correctly so he left them alone and went back to his own portion of the potion.
***
Professor Snape looked at all the bowls in front of him, shaking his head at how many of them had gotten it wrong. How hard was it to measure and mix? He marked the ones that got it so very wrong, frowning when he noticed how many of them were in his house. Fortunately, a few of them had gotten it right. He moved onto the Gryffindor house, testing each one carefully. He was unsurprised when all of Ms. Granger's table got it correct, she had obviously done more than measure for them. All told, he got six absolutely correct bowls. He put the list aside and threw out the incorrect ones. The others went into the large basin. They had to make quite a lot more of this. And he was going to have many papers to grade.
***
Professor Snape looked at the six students sitting in front of him. "It is amazing how many of your fellow students cannot figure out how to weigh materials." He straightened up. "Since they botched up so very well, you six will be making more of the base today and your next class." Everyone nodded. "You will continue the high standard you showed last class, or you will be joining your classmates in their papers." He turned back to the basin and his part of the potion. It lacked one last ingredient, which he did not have. Fortunately, he could floo over later and acquire it in Diagon Alley, he had called ahead to the herbal shop there so they would have it waiting. He heard a ding and walked over to the fireplace. "Yes?" he asked.
"Professor Snape, I'm Herbert at the herb store. We're not sure about the measure you gave us. Could you come over now and weigh it out yourself?"
Professor Snape looked back at the classroom. These ones could probably be trusted to work on their own. He nodded. "I'll be right there." He grabbed his personal weight set and looked at the class. "I will be right back. Continue mixing." He tossed some floo powder into the fire and stepped in. "Diagon Alley," he said in his trademark hiss. He disappeared.
Two of the students looked at the bowls in front of them. "Think we can double it?" one asked.
The other considered it, then nodded. "If we're careful and make sure that the weights equal." They started piling weights onto the scale, working out equivilants so they could double the portions.
"You probably shouldn't do that," Hermione told them, turning to look at them. She swore when she realized that she had tipped one of the herbs into the sugar, but tossed it away. "We don't know what the base measurement was. Even weighing them out might not work right."
"Whatever," the second student told her. "We'll be done sooner if you do it too."
"Or you could mess up rather badly and we could all have to do your parts," Harry pointed out. He was all for their plan, but Professor Snape had said that this had to be exact so he wouldn't do it unless it was cleared first, preferably by someone else.
"Hey, we'll get done sooner," the two girls said, working on their measures. "You can stay and work all night for all we care."
Hermione shook her head and remeasured the sugar she had botched. She handed it to Ron then made sure that the botched batch was carefully out of the way and couldn't be mixed back in. She weighed out her own portion and started on the next ingredient for Harry's bowl.
***
Professor Snape sighed when he saw that two of his remaining students had managed to mess up rather badly. "What did you do?" he called out.
Everyone sat up straighter. "Professor, we doubled it using a mathematical progression of weight," the first girl said. He stared at them in shock. "We weighed out a second set of weights against the first until they were even, then combined them.
He groaned. "Get out of my sight," he said calmly. They scrambled to leave before he could start yelling.
Hermione, Ron, and Harry sat in their seats, waiting while he checked theirs. She smiled when he relaxed. "Sir, was it all right?"
He looked up at them. "Yes, it was fine. You'll be making even more tomorrow."
"If I could have more bowls, Professor, I could measure a long line of them at once and let everyone else mix."
He leaned back, considering it. Then he nodded slowly. "That will be fine. Report here tomorrow after breakfast. I'll clear it with your other teachers. Now leave." They ran out of the room, the extra Gryffindor following them. He smiled. "At least I won't be the only one being laughed at," he told himself, measuring out the last quantity. Now if they had enough of the base, they could make this damnable joke go away.
***
Fred looked at the scroll on his Transfiguration teacher's desk, whistling when he saw how complicated it was. She looked up at him sharply. "Sorry, ma'am, but that looks a lot like that time thingy that Dad and Mum were discussing the other day, the one that turns back time." She nodded for him to go on. "Well, if I'm reading this right, then this here," he pointed at a shaded portion of the diagram, "is coming loose. Have you tried glueing it to the shaft?"
"It has to turn, Mr. Weasley."
He nodded. "I know, ma'am, but it could be done if the shaft turns instead of the cog." He motioned his brother up, George was much more mechanical than he was. "What do you make of that?"
George leaned over to look at the diagram. "Well, I'd say that you couldn't turn the shaft because those are supposed to be still," he pointed at a set of cogs behind the problematic one. "But I think that there's a way. Does it turn continuously or just back and forth?"
"Back and forth," MacGonnagal told him. "It does alter time."
George smiled at his brother. "Brilliant work." He went back to it. "I think I have something that would stick it, but let it move. It's very elastic, but you might end up adjusting something else because of the snap principle." He looked up. "We've used it before."
She frowned. "Yes, I remember the student who could only get a foot out of his chair before snapping back. As I remember, he ended up taking off his pants and had to run back to his house without them."
Fred smiled. "But it worked and the git left us alone after that," he pointed out.
She nodded. "Indeed." She stood up. "I'll look over that idea later. Please make some up and we'll test it on a model." The boys smiled and headed back to their seats.
Fred looked up at her. "Professor, if I may ask, what is that device for?"
"For slowing time down," she told them with a smile. The rest of the class looked up from their exercises, looking interested. "You've never noticed that certain nights are longer than others?"
One female nodded, smiling happily. "Christmas Eve is always the longest, but I thought that was anticipation."
MacGonnagal smiled back at her. "Not quite. Technically, Christmas Eve lasts three night's worth of hours." She checked the time. "Please start cleaning up." She looked at the troublesome twins. "Meet me after dinner in here. The committee will decide if your idea has merit." They nodded and quickly cleaned up, running up to their rooms as soon as the bell rang.
***
Everything was ready, the potion was perfect, the glue would work for a week and then would harden and could be peeled off so it could be applied fresh the next year. Professor Snape carried the buckets of flying sugar out to the ministry car, putting it securely behind the back seat, next to where he would be sitting. He looked back, waiting on Dumbledore to finish giving instructions for his absence. He saw his helpers waiting and waved them over. "You may not talk about this," he reminded them. "Ever."
Hermione smiled up at him. "It is flying sugar then?" He glared at her, but she didn't quit smiling. "I knew he was real, my parents can't lie that well." She looked at her friends, then back at her professor. "Tell him I'll gladly help again next year if he needs it. It's an honor to help such a great man." Then she, Harry, and Ron all went back into the school.
Snape sighed. "Irritating children," he hissed as he forced himself into the back seat. Dumbledore walked out and got into the front passenger's seat. The ministry was sending a driver with them so neither of them would have to worry about getting lost. The car started and took off, heading north. It was a long trip, quite a few hours actually, and he managed to sleep for part of it. When he woke up, everything was blindingly white and cold. The car landed in front of a small shack and the doors opened. He climbed out, hefting out the flying sugar. Now they would see who would be laughing.
So, when the old man walked out, Snape was justifiably cautious. The rotund old man walked over to him, smiling and happy. "So, you're my new flying sugar maker?" he asked, taking the bucket like it weighed nothing. He stared at the potions master. "I bet you don't remember that chemistry set I got you when you were seven," he said with a smile. "But I'm glad I included it now." He winked and walked away.
"You're real?" Snape asked loudly.
Santa laughed and nodded. "Of course I am. I'll be seeing you next year, Severus." He headed into the shack with Dumbledore. But he stuck his head back out. "Watch for me this year, lad, I'll bring you something nice." He disappeared again and the door shut.
Snape leaned against the car. "Oh, my," he whispered. "It wasn't my uncle after all." He shook himself and crawled back into the car. Hopefully, he would think this was a dream tomorrow.
***
Severus Snape walked into the Great Hall on Christmas morning and found a small present on his plate. He frowned at the others sitting around watching him, but sat down and opened it. Inside was a small vial of an unknown oil. He unfolded the note and his mouth fell open. "Everlasting oil?" he whispered, looking up.
Dumbledore smiled at him. "I told you he was real, Severus. You have to have faith sometimes." He smiled and passed the eggs. "Play with your toy later, eat now, my boy."
Snape, too shocked to say anything, took the eggs without remark. He would rationalize this later, when his mind wasn't clouded with juvenile fantasies.
The End.
Oops!
After the war, there weren't as many people left. Not many who had been in the administration and not many total. People were looking at the Ministry, trying to figure out how to get everything that had been done before done now. What they needed, most everyone decided while chatting with their friends at the inns and taverns, was a new Minister of Magic first and then *they* could fix things down the line.
The problem came that there weren't that many qualified people for the job. The majority of the former section Ministers had died during the war, especially during the bombing of the Ministry. There were a few stable families that had members strong enough to pull some support, but not many. A lot of people started to look at Percy Weasley, but many more saw the tiredness in him, the way he slumped whenever he moved, the way his eyes glowed dully from constant medication for sleeplessness. Still, he knew the job and he would get things settled.
The paper was convinced to call for a general election for the position. Suggestions were taken over the next week and the Daily Prophet put out the ballots two weeks after the nominations period was ended. They only listed last names, most families didn't have more than a few members and they thought it'd be easiest that way. Save space on the ballot.
The day of voting came and went, and there was a small majority in the box marked 'Weasley'. Someone went to find Percy, who was sitting in his house's garden.
Percy looked up at his visitor. "What?" he asked calmly. He didn't try to stand up, he was having another tiring day and had just been contemplating a nap in the sun.
"Percy, you were voted for the Minister of Magic," the man said gently.
Percy snorted. "I have no desire for the job."
"But...but someone put in your name and you were asked."
"I was not," he said firmly. "I turned it down when the notification was sent to me. I do not want the job. I don't have the strength or the desire any more." He waved a hand. "There are other Weasleys left."
"Yes, but the two responsible ones have left the country again," the man said.
Percy looked at him. "Then find one of them," he said simply. He went back to staring at his mother's garden, wondering if he should weed it. He would have to pull out his old herbology books to look up gardening in the normal sense.
The man sighed and walked away; going to tell the electorate board that Percy had declined the nomination. The board talked long into the night. A few of them argued about making him do the job anyway. A few of them decided they could look at other Weasleys. The family tree was pulled up from the Record's office. It was magically correcting so it listed all the members listed as dead and missing in the war. Arthur, the perfect candidate, was listed as missing and presumed dead after two years. Ron, who most of them might agree on with his history in the wars, was still in St. Mungo's and not responding to anyone. That left Bill and Ginny, both of whom were out of the country and had publicly stated that they weren't coming back for a very long time because it was too painful. That left one last set of Weasleys. The ones that no one wanted.
The person who was chairing the board banged his gavel. "Either we have a new election or we nominate them," he pointed out. "Which do you want?"
"A new election will look just as bad," another member suggested. "We can say that we only nominated families. Specific members were to be picked later." That got some dirty looks from his fellow members. "Why can't we force Percy to take the job?"
"He'll end up in the bed next to Ron any day now," the chair pointed out gently. "I really don't want to do that to us, do you?" That notion got a lot of headshakes. "Good. Then are we decided? The twins?"
One smartass in the corner looked at the group. "The best compromise is the one that suits no one perfectly. At least we know they have business sense. They're one of the few who made profits during the war. Plus they did participate in a few battles. We can put that forward before we announce them." Most of the group started to nod. "They'll have Percy's help, and Ron's if he ever wakes up. Plus Granger is still at the school and she'd help them because she might as well be part of the family."
"If she had managed to trap one and forced the marriage to happen, she would be an ideal candidate," the chair agreed. "Unfortunately, she didn't. Like most of us, she put the war before her own happiness and it lost her both best friends." Everyone looked away from him, not wanting to have to talk about what *he* had sacrificed.
"Ron may yet wake up," the most optimistic member put in.
"If he does, then I'm sure he'll be in for a bit of healing," the chair pointed out gently, for him. "Do we have an agreement?" He looked at each member in turn, and they each looked away and nodded.
"Just think," the optimistic member put in, "at least they'll make it fun to be alive again. We'll have celebrations and holidays."
"Yes, we will," the chair sighed. "Shall I tell them?"
"Go for it," one of the members said with a mean smirk. "I had to face down Percy in his mother's garden."
"Good point." He stood up, pushing his chair back. "Someone start feeding the Prophet information to make this more popular." He walked out, his cloak trailing him. He walked out of the Ministry and down a side alley, heading directly into Diagon. In front of him were a few stores showing fire damage, the bank, and the Weasley's store. It was still as pristine as always. They had put on a fire coating, just in case, and it showed. He tapped on the door and it opened for him, admitting him into the store. "Hello?" he called in the darkened room.
One of them walked out, looking him over. "Percy told you no?" he asked dryly.
The chair nodded. "Which means it falls on yours, or Ron's if you can get him to wake up."
The twin nodded at the door he had come through. "C'mon. We're packing right now." He saw the startled look. "We were the ones to keep the family together," he pointed out, heading back that way. "We were right."
The other looked at him. "Percy said no?"
The chair of the electorate board walked in. "He was staring at your mother's garden and he is very tired. That leaves you two." He looked them over. They were both strong, tall, normal looking Weasleys. One of them had a few more scars and the other a slight limp after their last battle, but other than that they were the same as they had been physically. "Will you accept it or do we have to do another election?"
The twins stared at each other. "For two years," they said in unison.
"Just long enough to get Percy fixed," the one still packing noted.
"And to get everything back and running," the other put in.
The chair smiled. "Thank you both. It was more than we could have hoped for."
"It's too big a job for any one person," the packing one pointed out. "We'll take turns." He looked at his twin. "Me first or you?"
"You I think. You do better with the bookish things and finances. I'll start with the education stuff with Snape and Granger." They shook hands. "Do have fun."
"Of course. What fun we will have. What about the new holidays?" They shrugged and looked at the chair.
"We know you were going to call one, we have no idea which one you wanted," he offered. "To mark the last battle? To mark Voldemort's final defeat a few weeks later when he was finally found and killed? To mark Potter's birthday? We will leave that up to you."
"I think it would be most appropriate to have a memorial holiday on the day of the last battle," the one of the left noted, picking up the packing duties.
The other sat down and put his feet up. "That was the turning point in the war, but we could also mark a happier celebration on the day of his death. Or we could do a first year moment for both, and make the second an official holiday?"
"I like doing both and having it noted as a day to teach the young about the dark," the chair pointed out.
George looked at him and shook his head. "With those two being the only capable teachers at the school, we never have to worry about that. We'll call it Battle Day," he decided. "Have a moment of silence this coming year and a large parade to celebrate. That should get people more in the mood. Plus, we'll have to have a Yule celebration emphasized. It's important that we get back to normal."
Fred looked at his twin. "That's the longest speech you've ever made on your own," he pouted.
George smiled at him. "I'm channeling Percy and Mum."
"Good job. Did Percy finally pass on?"
"Just his mind." George put his feet down and stood up. "All right, let me get a few of my favorite things to amuse myself during those dreadful meetings and we'll head over now." He heard the sigh of relief and grinned. "Don't worry, there's two of us. We'll be around." He patted the man on the chest and walked away.
Fred looked at the man. "How are you holding up?"
Harry Potter sighed and shook his head. "I'm not me, Fred, you know that." He gave him a short hug. "Pass that on to Percy if possible and Ron soon. I'm going to go back to my house and hide." He waved and disappeared.
Fred looked back toward the shared bedroom. "He's just as bad as Percy," he called out.
George came out with his squeaky realistically fake snake, the twin of which guarded Ron's bedside at the moment, and grinned. "Of course he is. It's not like he has a life." He picked up his bag. "I'm off to confuse people. Do not start that sale without me." He blew a kiss. "I'll see you when we visit Ron tomorrow." He walked out the door, heading to the Ministry. The first person he met stared at him in shock. "Did you think Percy was up to it?" he asked with a bright smile.
She whimpered. "But you?"
He put an arm around her shoulders and walked her back to their new office. "It's all right, dearie. Which office do you presently work in?"
"I'm doing most of the magical creatures and species work," she said pitifully.
He smiled at her. "Then we'll do a meeting right now, before everyone else that way you're the top of the list, and you'll tell me what you need to get back up and running." Her face lit up. "Then you can help me figure out who to put on the new holiday committee."
"We're celebrating the final defeat?"
"We're celebrating the final battle. We'll have a parade to get everyone back into their normal life and to mark the end to a year of grieving for the last fallen ones." She gave him an adoring look. "Of course, I believe Fred is going to be handling the parade itself. We're doing it together."
"Of course," she said with a happier smile. "Most of us expected Percy."
He grimaced. "Percy's a bit tired still. We expect him to admit he needs help and go to the hospital soon. We're the most stable of the Weasleys."
She laughed. "Which bodes ill for the world at large."
"Of course," he agreed happily. He let her show him where his office was and let him inside. He inhaled then lifted his wand and started a fan charm. "You can tell Fudge died in here, after beshitting himself." He opened the windows and took out the glass where he couldn't open the windows. Then he strung banners and ribbons around the room, making it look much happier in there. "There," he said, nodding in satisfaction. "Wonderful of me of course." He sat down behind the desk, dropping his bag onto a chair beside him. "Now then, what can we do to help everything nasty, slimy, and the goblins get back onto their old footing?"
She pulled out a long list and handed it over. "I need about three more staff members, sixteen reams of parchment for forms, and I want to make those changes."
He looked at the list, then looked at her. "How bad will this change procedure?"
"Vastly, but not doing it will mean more forms with less people to do the work. I've rearranged the forms so they'll work better with less staff to handle everything." She leaned closer. "In addition, the new forms will cost a bit to get going, there's always a fee for a new form, but it shouldn't be so bad. We simply don't have the personnel to deal with things the old way, with dependent auditors for each species."
George smiled at her. "Then we'll find you the new staff first if possible and you can use mockups of the forms until you're sure it won't need more tweaking." She beamed. "Good girl. Now, how should we schedule each department?"
She pulled over a piece of blank parchment and wrote out a quick list of each department, each head, and who she would take first. "I'm listing this by level of aggravation. Some of the nicest people are also the worst assholes to deal with in a crisis."
"That's why I have a twin," he said with a wicked grin.
She laughed and finished it, handing it over. "I put myself at the bottom, without a ranking since you've already handled me. When are you calling a full staff meeting?"
"After I've met with everyone. I'm thinking a small picnic next weekend?" She looked impressed. "Informal settings for now. I loathe the old banquets dad used to drag us to." He sat up when someone knocked on the door. "Enter!" A man walked in and stared at him. " Yes, it was us, not Percy," he said patiently. "You are?"
"Fitzsimmons, Sports and Recreation?" he said weakly.
George smiled, noticing him near the top of the list. "I'm just getting settled in and doing the lists of who I'm going to meet with first. Sit, please. Deal with me today, and my twin tomorrow."
Fitzsimmons sat down, looking at the woman next to him. "And you are?"
"Sheila, Magical Creatures and Species at the moment. From the former." She shook his hand. "I put you near the top of the list because you'd be less fussy to start off with."
"Good," he said, liking this idea a lot. He looked at George. "As someone who used to play our greatest sport, when should we start the new season?"
George thought about it. "It can't be too soon, there's too many grieving people out there," he noted. The man's face fell. "But I do agree that we should start to get back to normal this year." He looked out the window, in the direction of the shop. "Give us two days. We'll draw up a calendar." He gave the man a smile. "Fred suggests after Yule. Make Yule the first official holiday after the battle. We'll do it up well." Both people smiled at that. "Then we'll have a Battle Day parade to officially stop the year of grieving. When, between Yule and that, would you like to start the season?"
The man pulled out a calendar and looked it over. "We'll hold tryouts in February." George nodded. "Then start the year in April? That's after the worst of the forecasted rains."
"That seems decent enough. By then, people will be looking forward to moving on," Sheila told him. "Wasn't this supposed to be a World Cup year?"
"It was," Fitzsimmons said, starting to look miserable again. "Everyone understood why we're not participating." He brightened up. "A great number of our players did hide overseas. We should be able to reform most of our teams quickly, even this year."
George clapped. "Good job. What sort of help will you need?"
"On the contrary, I've got people to lend," Fitzsimmons assured him. "The team captains and managers do most of the work anymore. I only handle the bigger things, like tournaments. I can do it with a staff of three and I've got five left."
"Any I could use?" Sheila asked.
He shrugged. "Most of them are former players, I'm not sure what else they're good at. I'll definitely give them to you if they want to go."
"Let's be fair," George interrupted. "Have them write out their top areas and what they feel confident they can handle doing with a bit of a brush-up." Both of them nodded. "Then we'll put them in a big pile and let people draw." Sheila looked disappointed but shrugged it off. "Sorry, dearie, but we do have to be fair to everyone or we'll get problems like Fudge."
"Good point," she agreed. "Thank you. Which one are you?"
"I'm Gred," he said, shaking her hand. "Forge will be in tomorrow."
"Thank you, Fred." She grinned and left.
George looked at Fitzsimmons. "We're taking turns. Do you want to sit on any special committees?"
"I think I'll have my hands full with restarting quidditch, but I might be able to sit on the Yule Ball committee. Specially if I get a prime place on it," he said with a wink as he stood up. "I'll let you get settled in. Do call around if you need anything. I'm usually living in my office these days. The wife hates it, but I think it's important to start things up again correctly."
"Go home to her," George said gently. "Wives and husbands need to be together more than ever." He nodded at that wisdom and left. George changed the colors of the ribbons, then contemplated them before the next person decided to 'surprise' him. It was Percy, which was a surprise, but the papers he came with weren't. "Leave of absence," he said when Percy walked in.
"I want to fix the house," he said quietly, handing them over.
George stared at him. "I'll allow this under two conditions. You get real treatment, not home treatment from whomever's doing it now, and you help by sitting on some of the celebration committees as a voice of reason and taste."
Percy looked surprised and sat down. "Why me?"
"Because Fred and I are only taking this for two years. Just long enough to get things back in order. We'll get everything restarted but we'll need to have a capable leader after we're done. There may be some posturing, but no one here has enough experience to deal with the everyday battles of favoritism like you and dad did."
Percy nodded. "I'll consider it. Which holidays are we forming panels for?"
"Yule and the new Battle Day parade."
Percy smiled. "A wise choice. To mark the end of the year of mourning. When did you tell Fitzsimmons to restart the game?"
"Tryouts are in February and the games start again in April."
"Then I'll gladly help with both," Percy agreed. "People will be manic to celebrate this year." He heard a hissing and looked at the moving bag. "Your snake's going off."
George pulled it out, looking at the message coming out of its mouth. "Ron's telltale is going off. He's starting to wake up again." He smiled at Percy. "It could have been him."
"I dare say Ron would have lost his temper and beaten most of the Ministers bloody the first time they tried anything on him. Shall I handle Ron?" he asked as he stood up.
"Only if you see someone yourself," Fred said as he walked in. "Good job so far, George. Ready to switch off?"
"Which one cornered you?" Percy asked him.
"Snape." He shrugged. "He does not want to be the new Headmaster. Too much crap paperwork." He smiled and hugged Percy. "Go help Ron wake up. We'll be here or at the shop for you to come check on." Percy nodded and left, after George signed his forms. "Good job," he praised again, winking at his twin.
"Thanks. I think he'll be able to handle it once we get all the frustrating things out of the way." He searched until he found the accounts book, frowning when he saw the state it was in. "If we ran out business like this, it'd be horribly dead by now." He looked at Fred. "Can you schedule me a meeting with someone in Gringotts?" Fred nodded so he stood up. "Very well. I'll go talk to Ron, you deal with the next one. We've seen Magical Creatures and Species in one person. She drew up the list. Plus we've seen Fitzsimmons, over quidditch." He grabbed something from his bag and left, taking the account book with him. He had to make sense of all the purple and red ink. They were not the right colors and he couldn't tell what someone had been doing. As soon as he walked into Ron's room, he saw the open blue eyes. "Good morning, sleepy head," he said with a smile. "How are you feeling?"
"Prat," Ron whispered hoarsely.
"That's Minister of Magic prat," George pointed out dryly as he sat down. Ron turned his head to look at him. "True. They voted yesterday."
"Poor country." He yawned again. "How is everyone else?"
"Ginny and Bill refuse to come back until things are less painful. I'll help you write them a letter soon. Fred's taking the office for a bit and Percy's downstairs somewhere. I'm sure someone grabbed him to treat him. He looks like the walking dead."
"Wonderful. Hermione?"
"She's one of the few capable of teaching," George said gently. "She's at the school. I can call her if you want." Ron shook his head. "Are you sure?"
Ron nodded, yawning again. "I think I'll take another nap."
"Don't make it two months this time," he chided gently. Ron grimaced. "Harry's alive."
"I figured as much or you would have told me first thing. When is he coming?"
"He's back in hiding, Ron. I don't think anyone's going to be seeing him again unless we get pushy."
"I'll go pound him later," Ron said with a slight smile. "How did you two get to be Ministers of Magic?"
"We voted, but they did it by family. It was waking you up or us. Percy's really in bad shape. Losing mum and dad destroyed him."
"I remember." He reached over. "I still hate you two."
"I know, but we adore you just as much, Ron. You're a wonderful younger brother to pick on." He leaned over and gave him a hug. "Go back to sleep if you want."
"I'm tired but I don't think I could sleep yet." He had some help propping himself up. "How is Fred?"
"Fred's wonderful. He's happily chewing someone a new one at the moment and I expect to see him any time now. After all, I got the money sense and the patience. He got the wickedness and the desire to cause harm." He grinned as the nurse walked in. "Look who woke up."
"Well," she said, smiling at him. "It's about time. Next thing you know, you'll be complaining about leaving."
Ron nodded. "Yup. When can I go so you can have the bed back? I'd like to wear my own clothes for a bit."
"As soon as we're sure you won't go back under, Mr. Weasley." She looked at George, then the book in his hands. "Percy gave it to you?" she asked hopefully.
He shook his head. "We were elected, dearie. The both of us." He gave her his best lecherous grin. "Oops?"
She whimpered. "A big oops. Will we all survive?"
Ron looked at her. "They nearly woke me to do it."
"I like them better," the nurse said firmly. She handed Ron a little cup of liquid. "Drink that please."
"No." He handed it back. "Thank you anyway." He looked at his brother. "Where did Ginny go?"
"She's working in Charlie's old spot. Said the dragons were good company and didn't mind her crying." He reached over to brush a strand of hair out of the way of Ron's eyes. "First things first, we're getting you a haircut and then we'll help you write letters. Should I call Hermione now?"
"I think she's found her calling," Ron said dryly. "I can't compete with a book."
"No, not with her affections. Who knows, maybe she'll humanize Snape." He grinned at the weak laughter. "Then let me call the boy-who-used-to-be-Harry-Potter and we'll see if we can coax him out of his house." Ron looked confused. "He says Harry died and he's now someone else but he won't pick a name," he said with a shrug.
"Maybe they could help each other," the nurse suggested.
Ron nodded. "Hopefully. Or I'll have to kick his ass for being that way. I don't put up with a pouting Harry." He looked at the nurse. "I'm really okay now."
"I'm sure you think you are." He started to sit up and she pushed him back down. "Not yet!" She went to call for a healer to check on him.
Ron forced himself to sit up and flip onto his side. "Get me out of here so I can nap in peace?"
"We'll see. We will not allow this napping to continue much longer. Either you rejoin the world or we're holding a funeral service for you and burying you while you sleep."
Ron grimaced. "Try it, I can kick your ass." He grinned suddenly. "Percy's on his way up."
"You can tell that?"
"I did some spells to check on the family," he admitted. "It kept me sane during the last few battles. Who finally cut off his head?"
"They captured him and Harry walked up to him while he was being interrogated, taking it off suddenly. The aurors were rather pissed, but they understood that only Harry could have killed the big snake." He looked over as Percy was led in by a nurse. "Ron, get up and let him have your bed." Ron nodded and slid off the bed, wobbling over to an empty chair. He flopped down with a sigh of relief and waved at the bed. "There, that's apparently the special Weasley bed," George said firmly. "He is one of us." She settled him onto the bed and he cast a gentle sleep charm, watching as Percy drifted off.
"Did you give him something for the nightmares?" Ron asked. The nurse glared at him but did nod. "Thanks. He's having violent ones." The nurses left them there. "Good. Now can you spring me?"
"Not yet. We want to make sure you're fine," George said calmly. "You could curl up with him like we all used to do when we were little and Bill gave us nightmares."
"Nah," Ron said with a grin. "I think I'm going to run away now." He stood up and had to grab the wall to hold himself up. "Or maybe not. How do I get to Harry's?"
George created a small portkey and handed it over before the nurses could come back. "There are protections but I think they were set so we could go in directly. If not, yell and he will hear you. He's having hyperactive hearing recently." Ron nodded and disappeared. George settled himself in to watch over Percy. By the time the nurse came back in, he had a convincing story. "He took my wand and made a portkey," he defended at the angry looks. "He went to Potter's." He looked over at Percy as he started to move. "If you upset him, I'm siccing Ginny on you." They stepped back and let him soothe the older brother. "There, there, Percy. Don't worry, Fred and I won't destroy the Ministry and make you rebuild it. We'll just make it more fun." Percy whimpered and swatted at him, making him smile. "Good boy, Percy. You rest."
"Git," Percy hissed, fighting the sleep spell.
George laughed. "See, you're stronger already." He blew a kiss and stood up. "I'll leave you here to sleep. I'm going to save Fred from the groundskeeper."
"Tell him he's a prig," Percy offered. "For me." He gave him a short smile, until George left, then he tried to sit up but the nurses ganged up on him. "For Merlin's sake, I can go home!"
"You can lay there and heal or you'll never see home again," one of them informed him.
He settled back against the pillow. "Fine. I'll allow myself to stay here tonight."
"Your brother signed the admittance order. You're staying as long as they want. Be thankful we haven't taken you to the mental health ward yet." She tucked him in and helped while the other nurse forced medicine down his throat. "There," she said happily. "You rest, we'll be back later to check on you." The nurses left him there, dosing in a medicine haze.
"I will get the mistakes," Percy vowed. "They might have been the 'oops' that Mom used to fret about, but I will get them." The medicine took over again, making him see all the pretty colors. It was soothing.
The End.
I Choose You.
He looked up as he heard the bell-like hooves. Three Heralds stood there in full Whites, laughing and chatting with each other, but he knew something was wrong. Two weren't in the right time maybe? Or maybe he was in the wrong time and the other one with them was in the wrong time? Whichever, there were two people out of their correct times, he decided, looking at the people. Their faces faded and changed into something else. Someone else. As he was watching, the one in the center became Savil. How Granger got that privilege he'd have to ask his subconscious later he decided. Weasley had, for some reason, changed into Kerowyn. Why a mercenary, and why a woman? Again, something to ask his subconscious when he gave it a good shove later. Then there was Potter, or should he say...Vanyel? That was just odd. "All right," he growled. "Enough of this shit!" The three Heralds looked down at him, smiling beautiful and unconcerned smiles.
As he watched, they changed a bit more. Potter went from the young Vanyel, the carefree but grieving one, to the careworn one, the one from after Lineas and Tashir. From after that family visit that turned out so badly. Almost exactly where he had stopped reading if he remembered right. Weasley changed, becoming...Talia? And Granger stayed Savil. This was getting too odd, especially for his mind. He looked down at himself and saw a color he had never dreamed of on himself. Scarlet. Full blown, all out, popinjay scarlet. "Well, fuck me," he sighed. "I'm a Bard?"
The Heralds burst out in laughter and it was Granger who stepped forward. "Of course you are, silly," she said, still very obviously herself and not Savil. "What else did you expect?" She was nosed out of the way by a stray Companion, who had appeared out of nowhere.
The companion stepped closer to Draco, looking him in the eyes. ::You are mine,:: he told him. ::You are Chosen.::
"Bloody fucking hell!" Draco whined. "I'm not like them!"
He seemed to laugh as she threw up his head. ::You are not chosen like that, young one, I will help you though. Together, we will tell the tales::
"Now I know this is a dream," he said defiantly, crossing his arms over his chest and starting to pout. "Why would I need you to help me and what tales am I telling?"
The companion's eyes seemed to shine. ::You will need me because I was once where you are now. You shall tell the tales so all know and fear him.::
Draco got a dark suspicion. Her seeming smile proved him right. "I don't think so. No one wants to read about goody-goodies."
He stepped closer, whuffling against his shirt. ::People only like reading about the bad ones when they're thirteen, cute, and Irish:: he pointed out gently. ::Write it as it happened. It is the excuse you need to break free from your father. We will help you make a new life for yourself. You will be free and I will be yours, Chosen. Come, we will ride for now.::
Draco whined but he couldn't resist climbing up on that broad back. They trotted off, his bells ringing merrily in the air as they moved through the crisp fog that blocked the road. "I still don't like this idea."
::Tough, deal with it. It's this or following Snape into service.::
"Then I like this idea a lot better," he admitted. "Where are we going?"
::Home. Unless you need more convincing. Up ahead is the crosspath. I could send you to F'Lar and J'xom."
"No, that's quite all right, thank you," he said quickly. "No dragons."
::Yes, dear one. Remember, I am always with you. We will do fine together,:: he soothed, right before he woke up panting in fear.
He looked around his room. "What the fuck?" he whispered, holding his forehead with the palm of one hand. "That's it, no more muggle fiction from Pansy's trunk. I can't take much more of that. But Potter did remind me of Vanyel." He looked at the book beside his bed and groaned as he picked it up. The characters were so lifelike that he was drawn into the story, like he was riding behind the tragic hero on his quest. Or in this case, sitting beside him while he played at that inn. This just sucked. He would have to have the book checked for magic. Maybe she wasn't a muggle? Or possibly she was just that good.
The new voice in the back of his laughed and told him she was simply that good, fully muggle, and she liked birds. He hit himself on the head with the book. "Go away."
"Draco?" Goyle asked, waking up to look at him.
"It's nothing, just an odd dream I can't shake," he said quietly. "Go back to sleep." Goyle nodded and laid back down, starting to snore loudly again a few moments later. Draco looked at his reflection in the mirror next to his bed. He didn't look any different, but now there were words streaming in his head. Books he had to find to get the spells so he knew everything. He firmly put them out of his mind and laid down to read. "Just don't be 'Fandes," he whispered. The voice laughed and told him her name was not Yfandes, it was Stefen. Back on special assignment no less. "Fuck me," he sighed. "Who is Stefen?" The voice's answer of 'keep reading' amused him enough and he was practically addicted to this series...
As long as he didn't end up in last month's books. He doubt he could take fighting Thread on dragon-back. That thought made him shudder worse than the thought that he might have been chosen to be a Herald.
***
The next afternoon, Draco was browsing the Potions books for a paper they had to do by the next class. He really was. He wasn't sure why he was in the Charms section, but he was browsing the Potions books, the ones that were on the other side of the library. One of the names from last night popped up and he found it in his hand. He sighed and found the rest, and the little voice in the back of his head helped him find his potions books. At least it was trying to be helpful. He sat down with the stack at the most out-of-the-way table he could, getting engrossed in the charms text first. There was a past viewing spell in there. All he needed was something of Potter's to use as a key. The next one had a scribe spell. He discarded that one immediately. If he *had* to write something, he would do it the normal way. The next was on something called 'electricity and it's uses'. Interesting, but why did he need this? The voice in the back of his head told him about a machine, which he looked up. "I think it's a bit big, dearheart," he whispered. Stefen showed him a smaller version, the more current version. "Okay then." He checked the other books, discarding one more, and went to check them out. On the way he ran into his mentor, Professor Snape. "Sir, is it wrong if you're having odd dreams and they follow you into your day?" he asked.
Snape looked down at him, then shrugged. "What sort of dreams, Mr. Malfoy?"
"Odd ones. Have you read any of Pansy's books on Valdemar?" He gave another negligent shrug. "For some reason, I keep seeing a Companion."
Snape gave one nod then took his books from him and steered him out of the library and up the stairs, depositing him in the infirmary. "He's being warped, just like his father when he had his break with reality," he told the nurse, just loud enough for Draco to hear.
"I have not!" he complained. "It's simply a dream that won't go away."
Snape looked at him. "Of a magical horse that chooses one for special duties in the service of the Crown?"
"I didn't say I was Monarch's Own," he said snidely. "I said I keep seeing a Companion in my head."
"Companion," Madam Pomfrey asked. Draco sighed and summoned his book. "Ah! I've heard of this one. She is an excellent writer. Anything on dragons?"
"No, I refused to go there," Draco pouted, glaring at Snape. "I'm not demented."
"No, you're not," he said in a way that clearly stated it was important that Draco still thought that about himself. "If you aren't better in a week, I shall have to write your father."
"Tell him a long rest in the Riviera would do me a world of good," Draco suggested smugly. "It's nearly the topless season there."
"We'll see." Snape walked out, going to clean Draco's space for him of all the books, and to warn Pansy to keep them to herself once again.
"Now you settle in. Would finishing that book be helpful or harmful to you?" Madam Pomfrey asked in her most soothing voice.
"That depends. The Companion's name is Stefen and I don't remember him."
"Ah. Finish that book, dear. That will explain it all to you, and I'll have some tissues near by."
"Malfoys do not cry," he said stiffly. She gave him that same 'it's important you believe that' look and walked off, bringing him back some water, some tissues, and a small plate of crackers. "I'm not nauseous. "
"I had a small reaction to some of the scenes. If you don't nibble, then I'll eat them later," she said a little too cheerfully as she went back to her desk.
He flicked his wand at the curtains and found his place. He quickly got lost in the story again, wondering what that whole deal with the node was about. He was glad this was the entire trilogy in one book a few hours later, he couldn't bear it if Pansy hadn't had the next one. About five hours after he had been brought up, he let out a wordless shriek of rage. "That's Stefen!"
"Yes, dear," Madam Pomfrey called. "It is. Keep going. You'll understand more soon. And remember, not all those in white are as good as they appear."
He grunted and flipped to his other side, going back to his story. This was getting more engrossing by the hour. In another hour he had pulled his first tissue and was sniffling quietly. He had also eaten a few of the crackers. This author was a bit graphic at times. He had about a hundred pages left. After the second tissue, he pulled over the box and set it against his stomach. Oh, his poor new mental projection! He paused at that thought. He wasn't going to call it a friend, it was all in his mind. But perhaps 'mental figment' wasn't the right word.
::You could call me by name.::
"Think that got me out of class?" he suggested drolly, but quietly so no one overheard him.
::That too,:: it admitted and sounded like it was having a good time. ::Take another tissue and finish the book. We'll move onto the Mage Wars series next. I think you'll like those gryphons better.::
"Bloody impertinent bard," he complained. "I'm not writing things down for you."
::Of course you're not,:: Stefen agreed, and even he sounded like he was doing it to make sure Draco knew it was important he thought that.
Draco grabbed another tissue and went back to the story. By the end, he had gone through most of the box. He incinerated the small pile of tissues so no one would know, and then laid there, calmly thinking.
::You could do that. You could write wonderful worlds that get people that engrossed. I'll help you get started,:: Stefen's voice whispered. ::All you have to do is write the story that I think will sell best.::
"You would know," he whispered. The voice giggled. "Fine. What do I have to do?"
::Study the book on electricity and get a computer,:: it whispered. ::Handwriting's painful. Of course, you could start out that way and then transfer it over, but that would take longer. Typing will take some getting used to for you, but your long fingers will appreciate the keyboard. Plus, it will annoy Harry to no end when the first one comes out.::
"First?"
::First. One for each year,:: Stephan said calmly. ::You'll set up an identity and go from there. That way no one connects it to you. You'll be laughing at him and he won't even know why. Plus, the story will get out there. More children will read.::
"And Fantasia will be saved?" he snarked.
::Yup.:: Stephan's voice went quiet in his head.
Draco groaned. "Why me?" he asked the curtains. They opened and the nurse was standing there. "Why do I get things like this?"
"Like what?" she asked.
"The Companion wants me to start writing now."
"Well, you did pick a bard to personify and you can't sing," she said gently. He glared at her. "You can't. I've heard you, Mr. Malfoy. You sound like someone's hurting a cat." She took the book and tucked him in, giving him a soothing smile. "You rest some more. Do you need anything?"
"It said I'm supposed to get the Mage Wars series next if Pansy has it," he said dryly. "That I'd like the gryphons."
"You probably would," she agreed, giving him an extra pat on the arm. "She doesn't have two of those though, I talked with her a bit ago. I particularly liked Talia." She left him there, with the curtains closed.
He thumped his head on the pillow a few times. "Why me?"
::Because it takes a crafty mind to get that sort of thing out into the open and not get caught.:: Stephan seemed to be smirking. ::We can buy you the whole series when we go shopping for a laptop for you to make work.::
"I'll get you yet," he warned.
::Point, but your last name's not Fowl so I'm not that worried, Chosen.::
"Does he exist?"
::Somewhere. The same as we do, in some alternate world created by the strength of the readers' belief. Now, you need rest, dearling. You rest and think about it and I will make sure you don't go to Pern tonight. How about a ride around?::
"Sure, whatever, as long as it's not Thread," he agreed, starting to yawn. "You're very nice for a psychotic delusion."
::Thank you. We feel the same way about you, Draco.::
He laughed. "But I'm real."
::Really? Are you sure?::
"Shut up, I don't like philosophy."
::Fine. You rest. We'll go for a ride.::
Draco heard a song he didn't know in his head and smiled. "Not anything about him, please? I don't think I could take it after that."
::This one's about Bards getting into all sorts of trouble and why mothers should keep their sons out of the Collegium. We tailor each verse to our own lives you know.::
"That's fine then." He drifted off, listening to the bawdy words and smiling in his sleep at the description of the trouble Stefen had gotten into.
***
During the next weekend in town, Draco summoned his father to talk to him. Best to get this out of the way and Professor Snape had said that his father had suffered a similar breakdown. Maybe he would humor him? Or if not, at least he'd have some warning to steal money from the family's vaults. He strolled into the small inn, nodding at Madam Rosemerta that he would be heading for the back rooms. She pointed at a door and he nodded, heading that way. He tapped briefly before walking in. "Father," he said warmly enough, it's not like they were close.
Lucius looked up from reading a letter, looking over his son. "At least your recent ... problem has not affected you outwardly," he said grudgingly. "Close the door."
Draco walked in and shut the door. "Who told you?"
"Your Head," he said dryly, handing over the letter he had been reading.
Draco sat down, sipping his milk while he read it. "He's got it completely backwards," he noted as he handed it back. He gave his father his most pleasant smile. "I've been infected by a character from a story I was reading, not some *random* delusion."
Lucius took a deep breath. "I see. And what is this...character?"
"It's a mystical horse."
"I see," Lucius said again. "At least it's not a muggle creation," he sighed. He shook his head. "I know that Snape has told you I had a similar break. Mine never did more than talk to me," he said with disgust.
"Mine wants me to take up writing. It's given me the books I need to modify some new technology to let me type instead of hand-write things, but it wants me to start writing."
Lucius sighed. "How long will this *phase* last, boy?"
Draco finished his milk, something his mother demanded he drank whenever he was with either parent, and put the glass aside. "I don't know, father. How long did you delusion last? At least mine's generous enough to help me write papers as well." He pulled out his top-in-the-class transfiguration paper to show it off. He smiled. "McGonagall was most impressed with my wording."
"So I can see," Lucius said dryly, taking it to read it over. The faint shimmering of the prose did slightly impress him, but his son? He handed it back. "What did you need to do this...writing?"
"A computer. With all the necessary additions of course," he said smugly. "They're not that expensive anymore. Plus, I will be the only one in the school with one."
"That does not soothe me any," Lucius noted. "What are you going to do with it after you're through this phase?"
"Father, computers are a necessity of modern life," he said happily. "There's so much I can do with one, and that means others will have to come to me to do mundane things." Lucius looked him over. "I can even charge differential rates for the muggle borns."
"Very well," Lucius sighed. "Do you need anything else?"
"Can I have a blue eyed white horse?" he asked tongue-in-cheek.
"Is that all?"
"It's just like my companion."
"Your...companion?"
"That's what they're called. The book said so."
"Book?" he asked, starting to look more interested.
"Books. They're the mystical helpers to Heralds."
Lucius groaned. "You have a *Companion* as a delusion?"
Draco nodded. "One that's a former bard. Hence the writing. Stefen said so."
Lucius groaned. "I will hurt you if you keep this up," he warned.
"Yes, father," Draco said calmly. "I'm sorry. It came one night while I was reading the Vanyel trilogy."
Lucius gave a heartfelt sigh of despair. "Fine. We will buy you this...computer. Come along, now, Draco." Draco stood up and followed him out, going to Diagon, then taking the bank's advice on where to go. They found themselves surrounded by thin little men and butch looking women in a store crammed with things he couldn't possibly understand. One of the thin little men wearing glasses with messy hair, that for some reason reminded him of Potter, walked over to them. He forcefully held in the sneer, knowing it meant the price would go up if he sneered at him. "My son desires a computer."
"Gamer or schoolwork?" the thin man asked.
Draco looked at him. "I want to become a writer. Plus schoolwork and that internet thingy that people keep going on about."
The guy smiled at him. "You're highborn, aren't you?" he asked tolerantly. Draco looked surprised. "Okay then, the top of the line system for you I suppose," he said, leading him past a pile of parts. "We can build one to your specifications. How are you hooking in?"
"We're in a ...technologically deficient school," Draco told him.
"Then we'll do a satellite hookup for you," he said happily. "How about power supplies?"
"They're a bit difficult now and again," Draco admitted, "but I've got a way to compensate. I would like it to be fully charged when I retrieve it."
"Cool. How about office software. What do you use to type now?"
"A pen," Lucius told him. "Quill and ink on parchment."
The guy looked at Draco. "You weren't kidding; you are in a tech deprived area. Okay, we can deal with that as well." He pulled over a paper and wrote on it. "I'll get you Corel. It's not the most common, but it's easier to learn in my own opinion." Draco nodded. "It comes with Microsoft crap already but we can deal with that later. I think Windows would do you better until you learn your way around the techie 'verse. Learning Linux is easier after you learn Windows." Draco nodded, looking like he was trying to understand. The guy gave him a smile for it. "Do you want to play games?"
"That would take time away from his homework," Lucius pointed out.
The guy looked at Draco and grinned. "Then we can set you right up, mate. Not a problem in the least. Let me go look in the back, we might have a system that we can tweak within a few minutes." He hurried into the back, going to retrieve a system they had built for a security conscious businessman, who unfortunately hadn't paid for the rest of it after being assassinated last week. He talked with their builder and he pulled the whole system down, hooking it up to see what it had on it. He gave him a thumbs up and charged it. So the nice geek went back to Draco and Lucius. "Give us two hours and we'll have it all for you. I can even give you a quick course in how to use it. It'll come to about three thousand pounds."
Lucius handed over his wallet of changed money, watching as the man counted out what he wanted. "This will give him everything he needs?"
"Unless he wants to branch into gaming, then he'll have to buy more of them," he said dryly. "They're usually pretty cheap, fifty pounds at the most."
Draco looked him over, then winked. "Thank you. Two hours?" The man nodded. "We'll be back then." He had gotten the idea that this man would give him more than he wanted and he was all for these games. Perhaps they would be amusing after all. He took his father back to Diagon, whining until he got some new clothes out of the trip as well. A Malfoy must always look his best. On the way back to the store, he saw a bookstore and ran inside, forcing his father to buy him the entire series for his own use. Plus the Pern one and the other that the salesgirl recommended. She had been cute enough for a muggle and she sounded like she knew what she was about. Otherwise she wouldn't have been working in a bookstore he supposed.
***
Draco looked at the machines spread out on his bed, smiling at the new toys. He knew he had to be gentle with them, so the first thing he did was to shock-proof it by adding a null space around all the edges. Then he slapped Crabbe's hand when it came near his new satellite phone. The phone hooked him into the bigger world and the computer was a fascinating thing. The charm to get it to work wasn't that hard after all that he had done earlier, and he was now setting up an email account with the help of one of the people he had ...talked into helping him. Once he was set up, he shooed the pathetic being off, not watching as he was escorted off.
"Whatcha doin'?" Pansy asked as she sashayed in. "What's that?"
"A laptop," he said absently, opening up each program to see what each did. The nice man at the store had helped him set up everything to his specifications earlier. He slapped her hand when she reached to touch the screen. "Do that and lose it," he warned. "My toy."
"You're not going to share?"
He looked at her. "No. It's your fault I had this breakdown." She pouted and stomped off. "Keep everyone away from my new toys. Including yourselves."
"Yes, Draco," Goyle sighed, watching as he typed something in. "What're you doing now?"
"What does it look like I'm doing?"
"I don't know, that's why I asked," Goyle pointed out.
He looked at his guard. "I'm doing a short search for writing manuals. I know nothing about writing outside of doing good papers. What did you get on your transfiguration paper?"
"Satisfactory."
"Wonderful for you," Draco noted, going back to his search. He found a few results and the one he wanted was on the second page, frustrating him, but the guy had said it'd be like that most of the time. The internet was not that friendly for new people. He read over the new manual, getting involved in the various rules. It was fairly easy, following the rules of good grammar and such. Someone put a sandwich next to him. He absently ate while he read, the little voice in the back of his head telling him when he could and could not disregard rules. Later that night, they opened up their very first WordPerfect document. As soon as he started to type, he figured out he was piss poor at it and he had no idea about his subject matter.
::The blue book, Chosen,:: the voice sighed. ::The viewing spell. I'm sure you can yank some of his hair or something.::
"Yes, I can," Draco agreed, saving everything and closing his new toys down. He grabbed his wand and walked out, going to do a quick patrol of the halls. He was in luck, the library wasn't closed yet and Potter was doing the Magical Creatures essay in there without Granger. Only Weasley was guarding him. He decided to be bold and walked up to them, sneering as usual. Best not to let him know anything was up.
"What?" Weasley asked, looking over at him.
"I was wondering if I could have some of your hair to do a voodoo doll for class, Potter," he said snidely. "I promise I won't stick you or burn you, but it's easier to do it on someone you have strong feelings for."
Harry put down his pen and looked at him. "Huh?"
"Voodoo doll for class?" Draco said patiently. "Your hair?"
"Can't you use one of your idolizing horde's?" Weasley snorted.
Draco looked down at him. "I could use yours, but I can't make the same promise I did with Potter to not hurt you. The teacher made me promise not to harm him if it worked. All I need is a few hunks of hair. It's not like I'm asking for skin."
Harry sighed. "Which class is this for?"
"Magical Alternatives." He leaned over and grabbed a few pieces of Harry's hair, yanking them out and ignoring the protest the young man made. "That should do." He strolled off, going to work on the viewing spell. He had a new Quik-Quotes quill ready for him to take notes with. He sat down in the locked bathroom, setting up as quickly as he could. He pulled the book over to read the words directly from the page so he couldn't get them wrong and send himself accidentally back there. The picture formed in front of him. He leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees and his chin on his hands, watching raptly as the story unfolded before him. When he reached the end of Harry's first year, he stopped it and bundled up the hair, going back to his bed to think about things. He had no idea. Damn, the kid and Vanyel both had that tragic hero thing going for them.
Which meant it would make an excellent story.
He smirked as he restarted his laptop, logging on through the security precautions to get to his working window. It all came so much easier now, the words seemed to flow from his fingers. If only his wrists didn't hurt so much he could get more done faster.
***
Severus Snape watched as his student wrote through his class, blatantly not paying attention to him. He slapped him gently across the back of the head, getting a surly look in response. "That is a leisure activity, not a classroom activity."
"Yay." Draco gathered up his things and left, going back to his room. He knew he was being followed, and his weak locking charm was easily broken by the Head of his house. "What?" he asked sullenly.
"What are you working on that is so demanding your energy?" Snape demanded.
Draco looked at him. "You can see it after I'm done. Shit, I'm nearly done, just give me another two weeks." He sat down and glared at his teacher. "Out?"
"And the rest of your classes?"
"You said yourself, I've had a breakdown, I can't really be expected to be normal," he said smugly. He logged on and opened his work window, typing in what he had just written. It fit nicely and he only had to add a sentence to make it fit in. "There, that's wonderful," he told himself. He moved onto the next scene. He felt he wrote the quidditch matches very well. Being a player meant that he could add all sorts of details that seemed to enthrall others. And at the end, he could change the names so no one would be the wiser when they read the story about Larry and Randy.
***
Summer came and went, and the start of school came quickly. Draco had already received his first royalty check and had used it to set himself up an account and hire someone to make his computing life easier. The nice geek at the store had been most helpful about that. Now all of Slytherin would be taught about these devices and how to do things like check bank balances online. He had seen the first of the merchandise come from his books and was delighted when he saw the articles in the Daily Prophet. The woman he had chosen to pretend to be him was wonderful cover and she had been needy, and a squib from a decent enough family he supposed. He could do a bit of charity once every decade or so and not get called a goodie to his face. He only needed the cover and then he could get on with his life. That's where he was now, standing on the platform for the train, watching as Harry complained to Ron about someone doing this to his life as they walked back to their compartment.
"I don't understand how they knew so much about the Dursleys," Harry complained. "There's stuff there that I never wanted to get out."
Ron patted him on the back. "Ginny got an action figure to show mum. Mum about screamed in horror, said they got you all wrong sorta. Charlie thought it was neat, you being a toy and all."
Harry grimaced. "I don't like the regular popularity, now I'm being seen as some sort of tragic hero. It sucks, Ron, badly."
"Yeah, it does," Ron agreed, patting him on the back. "C'mon, I snuck in a few bottles of butterbeer from the Leaky last night. We'll sit in there and eat chocolate and drink until I have to go do Prefect stuff." He got them settled and looked out the window, noticing that Draco was watching them. "Why does he have on a cheesy shirt like that?" he asked loudly.
Draco smirked as he walked into the Prefect's compartment, taking his rightful, and large, seat. Granger looked at him, her eyes narrowing. "It was too good to resist," he said smugly. "We get all sorts of neat little trinkets celebrating our Slytherin heritage, I *had* to get some."
"Malfoy, you're not that insane," she said dryly, going back to her book. "Where were Harry and Ron, since you probably ducked them to get in here."
"Their own little world drinking butterbeers. Potter's still whining about his misfortune." He smirked when she got up and stomped out. He touched the little voice. "You, love, are so wicked," he whispered. "I had no idea what sort of chaos this could sow in so many lives. Your wickedness goes even beyond my own."
The little voice in the back of his head blew a kiss. ::I'm only in it for the stories and the songs, love. You're on your own for everything else. The only chaos I know is Van's sweet touches.:: Stefen seemed to leer at him, making his 'Chosen' chuckle. ::We should start on year two soon. Get going while the trend's still hot.::
"Yes, we should," Draco agreed, pulling out his laptop to start working on the next book. This one had so many more delightful twists and turns in it. He had already done his viewing so it would go faster this year. Just wait until Potter saw what he knew about what they had done that year. He would be mortified and embarrassed to whole new levels. Plus, Draco could sit back smugly and taunt him about his new popularity. It was a priceless gift to be Chosen.
The End.
You Want Me To Do What?!?
THE CHALLENGES:
1) Hi Everyone;
I have a new challenge to share. It's Xandercentric of course.
Someone comes to Sunnydale to claim Xander so that he can live up to his part of a prophecy. When the person meets up with Xander they realize that there is a love/lust spell on Xander that makes him obsess about Anya. When confronted about the spell it turns out that Anya forced Willow to cast the spell on Xander. Why or how is up to you. I would prefer that Willow not remember that she did it.
In the end Anya leaves Sunnydale in fear of her life and the mystery guest takes Xander with
him/her.
I would love for this to be a crossover with Xena/Herc, Anita Blake or Harry Potter.
Thanks
Calia
2) Subject: Xover Bunny Needs Home...Spoilers for Buffy
Sorry if you get this more than once :) and don't read if you don't want to be spoiled about the end of Buffy! And yeah, I know this will get lost in the OOTP release but...oh well.
Ok, I'm on my last day of vacation and should be reading OOTP but I've got this blasted bunny that won't leave me alone! And be warned, it's long! So I'm going to share it and hope someone else takes it (or bits of it)....(I'm using the song stuck in your head theory :)
Basic pairing is Xander/Snape. They're both such underused and underappreciated characters, they deserve someone :) Some of this is pretty specific, but some is pretty vague.
1. Xander goes to England with Giles and Willow. However, Willow can't heal his eye through *her* magic.
2. Xander possibly goes to pick up a magic item for either G or W, and finds another man reaching for the same thing-Snape. Xander talks him into splitting the item so they can both have some.
3. Xander goes out for drink, and finds the Leaky Cauldron. I'm thinking Xander has wizard magic, but it wasn't noticeable near the Hellmouth-sort of like a cell phone ringing at a concert? I see him as more of an adult Neville :)
4. While there, he meets Snape again, and here's a scene in my head-Xander interrupts a confrontation, stumbling and falling against Snapes aggressor, and breaking his wand :) Can't you just imagine Xander getting up off the floor and handing (Knott? Lucius?) his wand back saying "Oh hey, I'm really sorry, didn't mean to break your...ummm, stick?"
5. For whatever reason, Snape ends up taking Xander to Hogwarts-protection? to find out why he was never schooled in wizardry? SEX!??
6. Now the very first thing Xander does is start complimenting Hogwarts-the architecture, the style, the building materials, etc., with the result that Hogwarts itself sort of falls for him-you know, doors open of their own accord, stairs rearrange themselves just for him (no matter that Dumbledore is now stuck in the middle of a hall, stairless :), rooms rearrange themselves, and so on. Zebee put up a great challenge a few weeks ago, about Snape not having great plumbing because it's old, has to be talked to first, etc-I'd love to see Xander get Snapes plumbing fixed when Snape can't :)
7. Also, they test Xander and he doesn't have the normal reaction to specific classes. Such as DADA-he runs. That's what you do when someone attacks, right? Care of Magical Creatures-he won't even go-voluntarily go near monsters? Are you nuts?? Transfigurations-nope, no thanks, already been possessed a couple of times, don't feel like having a physical transformation too...
Divination-Actually, I see Xander either driving Trelawney crazy-"Hey, what's the value of my Star Trek Plate collection going to be? Do I win the lottery? What's for lunch next Tuesday? etc" or brushing her off "Nah, no thanks, I already know all the prophecies-big bag, destroy world, we fight, we kill, we win, pizza party afterwards."
However, considering the jobs Xander has had in the past, the one class he actually does good at-is potions. He didn't work in fast food place after fast food place without learning something...
8. Somehow they fix Xander's eye!
And that's it. I don't have a plot, just some fluff and fun, but please, if this tickles anyone's fancy or catches anyone's attention, I'd really love to see this or bits of this written.
Thanks for reading this "book"
Oreocat
Story
*** = time jump. %%% = present time, Xander's present thoughts and moods - will go back to the old time unless noted by a time jump. ### = scene break.
Xander opened his book, smiling at the inside cover. It had been a present from his best friend ever. He looked at his sleeping lover and laughed at the picture he made. Severus never noticed when he substituted the big teddy bear for himself when he wanted to get up and wander in the middle of the night. It was endearing in a number of ways. The least of which was how they got to this point. That's why he was sitting here with his journal. He wanted to see if he had missed any of the best parts when he had gone back and reviewed the events through that portal. It was his story, as told by a few people. He was going to gift it to Ron for his next birthday, because the poor guy was still so confused about how it all had been his fault. Xander snorted and turned to the first page, getting lost in the memories. Fortunately, Ron had written the first part down already.
*** Six Years Earlier, The End of Everything ***
Ron looked at his former Headmaster, shaking his head. "You want me to do what?" he asked in disbelief.
"I don't want, I need," Albus Dumbledore corrected gently. "Unfortunately, you are the only candidate who might pull this major miracle off, Mr. Weasley. The prophecy must be fulfilled or the world might end."
"Yeah, but if I can't tell him anything, then how am I supposed to gain his trust and get him to let me help stop the end of the world?" Ron asked. Dumbledore shrugged. Ron gave him the most disbelieving look before he stood up. "Let me get this straight. I have to go to the worst town in the world for magic users." Dumbledore nodded. "While there, I have to gain the *absolute* trust of someone who's about as jumpy as Harry is. I can't tell him what I am or show him magic works, or someone will probably snap my wand, but I have to help save the world without being obvious." Dumbledore nodded, smiling. "What happens if we run into that other version of magic? I did my research when you told me to think about it last night. That place has loads of those other sorts."
Dumbledore leaned back in his chair, thinking about it. "I suppose that would be a decent cover story," he admitted. "You won't be able to show him the normal wizarding world of course."
"Oh, that's the other thing I forgot, I'm not supposed to arouse the suspicion of the Slayer, the witch who nearly ended the world last year, or anyone else."
Dumbledore nodded. "I know it seems fantastic, even for me to suggest, but it is necessary," he repeated. "Only you can do this one. We've been over the prophecy and it's either you or your brother Percy." Ron bristled and stiffened at his brother's name. "I doubt he could pull it off either," he said, trying to soothe the young man back into a relaxed state. He was no good to him all bent out of shape. "While there, you'll have to be circumspect, unless you can learn how to do some of that other form of magic."
"It...that's dangerous!" Ron said finally. "You forget, my mother saw her. She was so far out of control she wasn't even sure which planet she was on," he said harshly. "I won't risk anyone's life like that!"
"I'm not asking you to get lost in it, Mr. Weasley, only supporting it as an option for your cover."
"You know what, get Percy," he said, walking away. "I'm not risking everyone's lives to do this."
"I was afraid you were going to say that," Dumbledore said sadly. "It's too bad. Now we'll have to do it the hard way." He turned to his floo to make a call.
###
Ron woke up the next morning in an odd place. It certainly wasn't his modest flat. His flat didn't have polka dot curtains. Or a scratchy bedspread. Or even muggle music playing from next door. He sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he looked around. He found a note beside his bed and groaned, picking it up to read. He hadn't expected it to be from his father.
Sometimes, we all have to pay a heavy price for freedom, son. Think on this as an adventure. He is a very nice boy from what Willow told us. Your wand is tucked under your pillow and there's food in the fridge. We'll be forwarding your pay while you're there so you still have some cash to do things with. We've also set you up an appointment to try out for a job on his crew; Albus thinks it's the easiest way to gain the boy's trust. Remember, you have to hide what you really are, but I trust that you can do that. After all, the twins did teach you something.
Much love,
Your father.
Ron groaned and flopped backwards, but a shiny part caught his attention.
PS: if you want to use another form of magic as cover, we've sent you two books to try and learn from. It's not that hard, but we're sure you'll be careful and keep your nose clean. No dark deals, son. Love, your mother.
Ron nearly laughed out loud. His mother, encouraging him to become like that creature she had tried to help last year? When had he whacked his head one too many times? Had it been in a fight, was he even now lying in St. Mungo's and this was all a dream?
Next door, the music was stopped by a piercing wail, making him jump. "Bloody hell," he sighed, standing up. He went to investigate this prison he had been assigned to hide in. Normal food in the fridge. Appliances that weren't *too* different from his at home. In the cabinets was just what he had expected his mother to pack him, it was the same as she had put into his apartment many times in the past when she had decided he wasn't eating properly. The last cabinet held glasses on the top shelf, plates and bowls on the next one down, and candy on the last. He smiled. "Dad," he said in appreciation, picking out a Bertie Bott's to nibble on while he checked everything else. A small living room with one of those muggle tele things. A radio. The bathroom looked familiar and all the taps worked like he expected, though the hot water took a long time to warm up. In the mirror cabinet he found a few muggle things. His toothbrush from home. A ten pack of razors. A few condoms. He nearly blushed when he saw those. What were his parents thinking? He shook his head and headed back to his tiny bedroom, checking his clothing. Everything but his usual robes were here, and one was hanging off to the side of his closet. "I guess that's if I find someone like me hiding here," he mused, pulling out a decent outfit so he could bathe. He felt nasty and sticky for some reason. Must have been a side effect of the spell.
The hot water came sooner this time and he was enjoying the feeling of the warm water when someone knocked on the door. He cursed silently as he got out and wrapped a towel around his waist, heading over to answer it. On the other side was a gruff looking older man, a bit older than his father's age. "Yes?" he asked.
"Mail," he said, shoving it at him. "Special delivery." He looked Ron's body over and licked his lips. "Remember, rent's due in two weeks."
"Thanks, I'll remember that." He shut and locked the door before the creepy man could get through it and sat down to open his package. From home. Some money changed over. His lease. A short note from Charlie, who was subletting his flat for him for a few months. More candy and a small bag from the twin's shop. He smiled at that and tucked it away before checking the lease. It said he had paid three months in advance. Hmm. He'd have to do something about this place. Maybe obliviate the landlord? No, that would be mean and his parents would kill him. He went back to his shower, but the water was now cold, so he settled for washing quickly and getting back out. Once he was dried and dressed, he wandered into the kitchen. On the fridge was a board that had written on it the day's date and a note about having that appointment at ten this morning. He checked the time on the radio. More than enough time to eat.
%%%
Xander folded the note back into the journal and turned the page. This started his writing in with Ron's. He kept a very tidy journal. The two handwritings were nothing alike, but Ron had added his account of the first few days in as well.
%%%
Xander looked at the new guy, kind of strong looking but he didn't look like he did hard labor. He was eager though, new in town. Xander looked at his qualifications and shrugged. He would either learn or leave. He could use the help on his crew. He looked at the boy again, seeing the easy grin and the relaxed attitude. Maybe he should warn him as well? "So, Ron, you've never worked construction?"
"I've done a bit now and then around my parent's house," Ron admitted. "Nothing too major, but I'm willing to learn. I'm good with my hands." He gave him another grin. "I really would like to work with you, Xander. I asked around and a few of the guys said that you were good to the new guys, didn't raz them or anything."
Xander grinned back. "I try not to. I was a newbie not too long ago and I don't like remembering some of the tricks the guys played on me." He looked the resume over again then shrugged. "Can you start tomorrow?"
Ron nodded. "Sure. Are the guys going to give me a hard time about my accent?"
"Not really. They might try and mimic it, but none of them are that good. Why did you come over here anyway?"
"I'm taking a year away from my folks. Being the youngest son, and second youngest over all, means that every now and then you get stifled by the rest of them. I picked a spot on the map and pointed. It landed me here." He waved a hand around. "I guess it was fate."
"Yeah, I guess so," Xander said, staring at him. "Do you use magic?"
Ron gaped for a moment, then cleared his throat. "A bit, but I never knew this place existed before now. Like I said, I pointed at the map. More fated than not I guess," he said a bit more bitterly.
"You could always leave."
"Nah, I can't. My folks set me up a place in town and everything."
"Sorry to hear that." Xander leaned closer. "Since you know things go bump in the night, let me give you some free advice. Don't go out after dark. Not alone, not with a group of friends, and not even with a weapon you're sure will work. Usually it'll get used on you instead of you using it."
Ron smirked. "I've fought before, Xander. I'm not weak or helpless. I'm one of the good guys and I'm still back at the beginnings of using magic."
"Really?" Ron nodded. "How new?"
"I've gone and done one or two things right, but I'm still missing some stuff. Little things, but I'm being careful," he said quickly.
"Been warned?" he asked with another grin.
Ron nodded. "Yeah, there's been a lot of talk among my family's friends about witches and wizards who go dark and never make it back. I'm hoping I don't even find the line to the dark."
"If you want to stay a white lighter, you will. Remember, power isn't an excuse to use it." He stood up. "Eight tomorrow?"
"Sure," Ron agreed, standing up. "I'll head to sleep early just in case." He shook his hand. "Feel free to pop around in a few days, once I finish unpacking and make the place liveable," he invited.
"Around here, never say that randomly," Xander warned lightly.
"I felt your pulse and your hand's warm. I kinda figured you weren't undead."
"Good point," Xander agreed, smiling at him. "You do know."
"Yeah, there's always something going on around the family home." He winked. "What about my place? Any problems that way?"
"Yeah, any anti-invite spells won't work there. Your apartment complex has the highest rate of death of tenants of anywhere in town. I'd think about moving."
"I can do that. Got any recommendations?"
"Not a clue," Xander admitted. "I'm staying with friends because they need me. My old one's already snatched up. I'll look around and see if I can get you a number or something. If you're any good, we'll want to keep you around."
"Hey, I'm all for living," Ron agreed. They shared a short laugh then he went back outside to walk home.
"You don't drive?" Xander called. Ron shook his head. "Then come back around dark and we'll go looking together, Ron. I'm sure I can get you up to American driving standards within a few days." He waved and jogged back to fix one of the guys, who was trying to pound a pipe into place.
Ron thought about it as he went home. They had clicked on some level. Xander had been nice. This was going to be harder than he had expected!
###
Ron walked into his apartment and dropped the minimal tool set onto the couch before heading to get a drink. He found someone waiting for him in his bedroom. "Get out!" he told him.
"Don't be like that," the man said smoothly. He smiled and picked up Ron's wand. "What a puny stake."
Ron pulled one out of his pants pocket and staked him. "That's because it's not." He picked up his wand and went to try and charm the door. Maybe his way would work better. Otherwise, he was going to tell his mother and let *her* bitch out Dumbledore and his father for him. Before he could finish, someone knocked on the door. He put his wand in his back pocket and opened it. "Yeah?" he asked the landlord.
"I heard visitors. You have to pay extra."
Ron gave him a steady look. "According to my lease, I don't. Nor do I owe you money for three more months. Since I'm going to be filing a complaint about you letting people into my apartment to rob me, I don't think you want me to go on, do you?" The landlord took a step back. "Fortunately, he left and I'm still here. Go away." The landlord ran off, his greasy shirt flapping behind him. "Git." He closed the door and finished laying the protection charm on it, sighing when he felt it take hold. He sat down with his tools to unrwrap and put them into the new belt. The other guys all wore them so it was probably a pretty good idea. When he finally got hungry, he went in and grabbed some food from the freezer, reading the directions on the box. He looked at the thing he didn't recognize, deciding it was probably the microwave. He carefully followed each step, then looked at the unfamiliar machine. He found the one that said 'time cook' and made happy noises as it worked like it should. He opened the door and put the food in, then hit the start button again, cheering for himself. A loud 'pop' let him know he wasn't alone.
"I was thrilled the first time I figured out how to use one of those as well," Arthur said, giving his son a fond smile.
"If I hadn't been faster, I might be dead right now, father."
"What?" he asked, starting to look worried. "The town's that bad during the day?"
"No, I walked in and there was a vampire standing in the bedroom with my wand," he said angrily. He looked at his father, scowl already in place. "You and mum are going to have to go a long way to make this up to me. Not only did you take me away from my girlfriend, the one mum's been so anxious to meet, but someone hopefully told my boss and all that good stuff?"
"We arranged for a paid leave. Dumbledore fixed all that for you," Arthur said, sitting at the table. "If you want to move, we're all for that. If I had known, I would have set you somewhere better, Ron. I'm sorry."
Ron lost his anger. "It's not your fault," he sighed, going out to hug him. The microwave beeped a few times. "I have to stir that, I'll be right back." He went to stir the concoction. It didn't look appetizing, but he could eat it. He set it back in and reset the time then went to sit across from his father. "Dad, is this really that important? I mean, I know it's stopping an apocalypse, but do we have to do it this way?"
"We'll have to stop this, but the rights of the wizarding world also have to be taken into account."
Ron grimaced. "Then I should probably tell you I saw magic floating around him. Someone's cast a lot of stuff at him and it's stuck."
"Oh, dear." Arthur picked up a screwdriver to play with. "Can you remove them without him knowing?"
"No. I don't know what they are and that's not my best area."
Arthur put down the tool and straightened up. "Then I'll pop over to Willow and talk with her."
"Is she still dangerous?"
"Not that I'm aware of," he said with a small smile. "She came home fine."
"I'm surprised she didn't get thrown into prison for that stunt," Ron put in. The microwave beeped. "Want some?"
"If you want to share, I wouldn't be against it," his father said with a smile. He watched as Ron went to fix their plates, then grimaced as they were shown to him. "What is that?"
"It's supposed to be beef stew." Someone knocked on the door and Ron went to answer it. "Xander," he said, smiling at him. He checked the halls. "Come in." He let the guy in, smiling when his father was stunned stupid. "Dad, this is going to be my new boss, Xander. He's the one who advised me to move." He let Xander have his plate of stew and went to get himself something closer to food-looking food. "Was there a problem?"
"I thought I'd pop in on you, make sure you made it home okay." He shook Arthur's hand. "Xander Harris."
"Arthur Weasley," he introduced himself. Xander looked confused and he knew he had made a mistake somehow.
Xander took the free seat. "I know I've heard that name somewhere before."
"I certainly hope it was in relation to something good," Arthur quipped with a smile.
"Probably, I tend to remember the bad named first." He shrugged. "It'll come to me." He smiled at Ron as he joined them again. "I see you got tools."
Ron nodded. "I saw it was a requirement. Am I missing anything?"
Xander looked at the selection. "Not really. That sort of screwdriver will be limiting, you might think about getting one with the other sort of interchangeable heads, the ratchet kind, but I'll lend you mine if I don't have to fill in for someone tomorrow. We're doing pipes tomorrow, so it's good that you have wrenches." He nibbled on the stew. "Private Selections," he said in appreciation. Ron grinned at him. "I'm a single guy, I eat a lot of microwave meals. Stay away from their chili, or anything with beans, it's nasty." Ron nodded. "So, you're ready?"
"I'm sure I'll do my best," Ron told him.
"Good." Xander patted him on the shoulder. "I like you. You remind me of me when I was younger. And freer." He grinned. "I also come with an invitation. The witch I work with wants to meet all the witches in town tonight. They're doing a little meet and greet thing if you wanted to go to the Magic Box." He looked at Arthur. "I didn't out you, right?"
"Nah, he knows. Not too fond of a subject, but he knows," Ron admitted.
"Is that the local equipment shop?" Arthur asked.
Xander nodded. "Plus herbs, books, emergency 'I screwed up, help me' spot, all those good things." Arthur chuckled. "It's part shop advertising and part scoping out the new people to make sure they're not going to cause us more trouble. There'll be about sixteen witches and one guy there tonight besides those of us in the core group, who'll be working the shop. So if Ron wants to come, he's more than welcome."
"Sure," Ron agreed. "How should I dress?"
"What you've got on now is a bit too casual, I'd change my shirt," Xander told him. "Other than that, most of us will be coming off work." He shrugged. "I never bother to change unless I'm sweaty and nasty."
"Cool. Let me quaff this and I'll find a dress shirt."
"We packed you some," Arthur told him, giving him a look. "Are you being careful?"
"With the exception of the pile of dust, yeah," Ron agreed.
"I noticed. Landlord?" Ron nodded. "Cool. I felt a protection on the door, good luck."
"I'm hoping it'll stay until it's time for me to move," Ron told him.
"Ah-ha! The other reason I came over. There is an apartment in a *good* building, one with security and a manager who's been attacked before, open. The tenant just died and I saw the sign in the window." He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. "It's more centrally located so it should be easier to find things."
Ron looked at the number. "Where is it?"
"It's run by a management corporation. You have to call to get an appointment. Of course, I'll be a nice boss and let you off. I don't want to lose a good worker, and you seem like you'll fit in well on my crew. We're all quirky and odd." They shared a smile. "Hurry up and I'll give you a ride over until you can get an American license."
"I've used public transport most of my life," Ron admitted as he scraped the plastic plate. "What do I do with this?"
"You toss that away because it'll melt the next time you put it into the microwave," Xander told him. "I tried that, it didn't work too well. I got really upset when I lost those nachos." Ron nodded and tossed it away, then went to change. So he looked at the father and smiled. "Did you want to come too? I'm sure I've heard Willow say your name."
"No, that's all right," he said with a smile. "I just popped over to check on Ron. It's the first time he's been so far from home." He finished his meal and stood up. "I'll leave you two alone."
"No hurry, dad, you can come if you want," Ron called.
"No, son, I have to get back, before your mother throws a fit."
Ron stuck his head out of the room. "Going to tell her about the pile of dust?"
Arthur thought a second, then came up with the perfect response. "Son, I enjoy my present state of living. I don't want to join him on the floor. I'd make a horrible looking pile of dust." He smiled at his boy and walked out the door, apparating from the hallway.
Xander looked up at the 'pop'. "What was that?"
"The neighbor did it all last night," Ron covered as he walked out. "Good enough?"
"Perfect," Xander agreed. The green shirt brought out Ron's eyes and hair very well. It also hung off him very well. "Tailored?"
"Every chance I get," Ron agreed. He grabbed his keys and wallet, then followed him out to his car. "I need to get some more work clothes."
"Walmart. Cheap, but good enough. And if you get something irreversibly stained, it's cheap enough to toss out and buy a new one," he told him. Ron shifted to look at him. "Really. We make pretty good salaries. You'll be making ten dollars an hour." Ron whistled so he grinned. "Once you get up to my level, you start making the big bucks, I make twenty-two."
"Wow." Ron watched as the town moved past, trying to figure out where everything was. "Where is this Walmart?"
"Further outside of town. Oh, forgot." He pointed at the cabs. "Never, ever, take them. They're demon run and okay enough, but all the night drivers are vampires and most of them will try to play pranks. They won't eat you, there's charms on the cabs, but they're not nice."
"I'll keep that in mind," Ron said, staring at the cab as they passed. "The demons live openly?"
"Most humans ignore the little things around here." Xander laughed bitterly. "They even ignored a twenty-five-foot snake demon showing up at a graduation ceremony to eat them. It's easily forgotten around here," he explained. He pulled up in front of the Magic Box. "Go ahead in while I park."
Ron unbuckled and got out, walking into the shop. The women smiled at him. "Xander invited me. I'm the new guy on his crew."
A stunning redhead he had briefly seen the year before came over to shake his hand. "I'm Willow."
"Ron," he said, smiling at her. "I'm at the dabbling stage."
She nodded. "I remember that well. If you have any problems, come right for me and I'll do what I can to help you."
Ron crossed his arms. He had tried something simple out of the books earlier, but it had been so hard. "How did you train your concentration? That's my most major problem at the moment."
"Oh." She perked up. "I meditated. Plus, practice makes it easier," she assured him, leading him further into the store. "What were you trying?"
"Fairy glows. I wanted a nice blue one for a corner of my apartment." She giggled. "I know, it's vain, but it'd hide a nasty stain on the carpet."
She nodded. "I bet. I used to use pink ones for that reason." She sat down with him. "I think some practice might ease that, or some meditation, or even finding your comfy mental spot. That place where you can let everything else go to think without really exerting yourself." Ron looked interested. "It's not easy to find, but once you have it, everything becomes a lot easier. The simple spells will become more automatic once you slip into that spot and the harder ones will be able to be done."
"Cool. I think I know what you're talking about. I've found a similar thing when I was fighting."
"Yeah, it's basically the same thing," a blonde woman said as she walked over with some punch. "Buffy Summers," she said, shaking his hand.
"Ron." He smiled at her. "And I see someone lurking behind you."
"Oh, that's my younger sister, Dawn." Dawn waved from behind her biology book. "She's got a test tomorrow."
"I remember studying for those," he said with a smile. "I did pretty good with animals."
"She's got frog body parts," Willow told him. She tipped her head. "You look like a witch I know, Molly."
"She's my mum's cousin," Ron lied. Willow perked up. "I flipped open the map and pointed at it. I didn't understand why my mother laughed when I told her where I was coming to."
Willow nodded. "I'm sure your mother's cousin will be watching on you from afar."
Ron nodded. "Me too. She's like that." The girls laughed and Buffy left them alone. "So, Willow, what's the story with Xander? Does he use?"
She shook her head quickly. "Not a bit. He understands, but he doesn't touch the magic himself. Why?"
"Because I can sense magical currents all around the poor guy."
"Oh!" She frowned. "Some of that's from me. Protection spells and things like that."
"That's cool. Does he know?"
"Not a bit," she said quietly. She leaned closer. "Can you kind of not tell him? They're older spells but I worry about him."
"Sure," he agreed. He grinned at her again and patted her hand. "So, what do we do around here for fun?"
"We go to the movies, we hang at Walmart. We patrol and kill the slimy things," Xander said as he walked over to them. He clapped Ron on the back. "I met his father, Arthur. I remember you said that name to me."
"Yeah, I did," Willow said, looking at Ron. She smiled at Xander. "Dawn needs help with frog parts."
"I can do that. I did a messy job of cutting up my own but I did manage it." He clapped Ron on the back again and left them alone.
"Your mother's cousin?" she asked.
He shrugged. "I'm not here because of you," he said quietly.
"Are you in trouble?" He shook his head. "Being trouble?"
He laughed. "My mother would kill me." She nodded. "No, I'm here to check on a few things, none of which is you," he assured her.
"Good. I won't nark." She glanced around. "What about your wand?"
"I'm learning the other side, I'm not allowed to use it here," he groaned.
"Then find that same comfy spot where you were when you were fighting. You'll be able to do something," she assured him. She leaned closer. "Not me?"
"Not you," he agreed. "There's a bad feeling so little auror me got sent."
She smiled. "Brilliant of them. If you need me, yell my way." She stood up and went to talk to the witches gathered around the new books. "We've got a new remedies book in," she told them. They looked at her and started to talk to her about what was in it.
Ron watched the ebb and flow of energies around the room, noticing that Buffy was powerful in her own right, but not a witch. Xander's glow nearly blinded him. Someone had shielded the boy so he wouldn't be found out. He nearly frowned, but kept it internal for later. The girl, Dawn, had both a magical signature and a magical nature. He wondered about that too, but he could write a letter home to find out. When the clock hit ten, he stood up. "I'd best head home," he said, smiling at Xander. "Not the cab?"
"I wouldn't," Xander agreed. "Not until you know the lay of the land." He glanced over at Buffy. "Hey, Buff, are you heading toward the West side tonight?" She shrugged. "Can you walk him home?"
"Sure. Not of the driving variety?"
"I used public transport at home," he told her.
"Must be nice to have busses and things," Buffy said as she walked him out. "So, what areas of magic are you learning?"
"I'm still back at the beginning. I'm having a few troubles with fairyglows, but Willow gave me some great advice earlier," he told her as they walked. "You?"
She laughed. "I don't do the magic thing, I'm more magic than using it."
He smiled over at her. "Well, for a magical creature, you're very pretty. Most of them are meaner than you appear to be."
She patted him on the back. "Appearances can be deceiving."
"I know. You'd think that some of the creatures were the prettiest things, but they turn out to be the most deadly of them all."
She nodded. "I fit in there somewhere."
He beamed at her. "Near the top of the prettiness scale, so you must be *really* deadly."
She laughed. "Are you flirting with me?"
He nodded. "I have to try it with every girl, otherwise my mother will be disappointed because I'm not trying to settle down."
She laughed long and hard about that one, even leaning against him. "Thank you, I needed that laugh. You're cute, but not my type."
"I know," he sighed, giving her a squeeze. "If I were, you'd have already snatched me and made me blush."
"Probably," she agreed. "So, I caught you staring at the Willow."
"She knows some of my family."
"Ah! Last year?" she asked. Ron nodded. "But she's better."
"I know. It was an accident that brought me here. I picked a spot on the map and pointed." She snorted. "Really. I had no intention of ever coming near a Hellmouth."
"Good. That's always a wise decision. Leaving once you have enough money?"
"Hopefully," he agreed with a slight touch of wistfulness. "I'd love to see home again." He pointed at his building. "I live over there if you'd be willing to see me to my door." She made a face. "Xander told me and I have the number to call for a decent place tomorrow."
"Good. This place is a cemetery waiting to happen."
"Yeah, well, I already dusted one vampire," he admitted. "Standing in my bedroom mocking my clothes."
She snorted. "That is so like them, and they don't have taste themselves!" she agreed. "How can they mock Gucci when they can't even spell it I ask."
"I can't either," Ron admitted. She nudged him, shoving him against a building.
"Oops, sorry, Ron."
"It's okay, I have older brothers."
She looked interested. "Any I might like?"
"A few, but they're mostly wrapped up in their work. I have a brother who's a lot like Willow, very studious and solemn. Bit of a prat for the most part. Hate to be around him. The two directly above me and between the prat and I are twins, jokers both. The older two are farther away working on important things."
"Wow. You have a huge family! I thought having a sister was bad."
"Oh, I have one of those too. She's younger. We all share a bathroom. Our parents had to add another on last year for her."
"I can understand that. Dawn takes forever in there, and it's always right when I need it."
Ron nodded. "Yeah, I can understand that. The twins blew up the main one last year just as Ginny, my sister, was on the rag." Buffy shuddered. "The rest of us had a stomach virus."
"Oh, damn, that must have been bad," she said, giving him a soothing pat. "Are they still living?"
"Barely. Mother made them go stay with the prat until she wasn't mad at them and it was fixed." He opened his front door. "Thank you for the charming escort, m'lady. I hope to see you again under similarly pleasant circumstances."
"I hope so too. Remember, behave with the magic. Power is addictive, Ron." She gave him a pat on the arm. "Go upstairs, I'll wait to make sure I don't hear screaming."
He grinned and headed up the stairs, pulling his wand when he noticed his door was open. He pushed it open carefully and saw the blonde sitting on his couch. "Do I have to stake you too?"
"Get in here, Weasley," Spike said. "I'm not going to eat you."
"Night, Buffy," Ron called, walking in and closing the door. He looked the vampire over. "Who're you?"
"Name's William."
"As in 'the Bloody'?" Ron asked. Spike nodded, smirking at him. "Then why shouldn't I stake you? You were a research paper for one of my friends, you and all your family."
"They're mostly dead or changed," Spike said, lighting a cigarette. "I got a message for you from Dumble."
"Really?" Ron sat down across from him, his back to the wall. "What?"
"Be careful."
"I ran into Willow earlier," Ron admitted. "Told her I wasn't here for her, just to check up on things."
Spike nodded, grinning at him. "Good. You getting anywhere?"
"With the new magic? Willow told me how to get it right." He shrugged. "I'll learn. Why did he send you?"
"Because I've got the only other wand in town and I'm doing this so he'll release a curse on me," Spike told him.
"Do I need to help?"
Spike shook his head. "Nah." He handed over a baggie. "But he thought you might need this someday soon."
Ron looked at the bag, then at the vampire. "Your hair?"
"Polyjuice, you nit."
Ron grimaced. "Why?"
"Because I'm going to have to leave and it's a cover," Spike reminded him, standing up. "You stay out of trouble."
"I'm trying. Did he tell you everything?"
Spike nodded. "So I'm going to give you some advice of my own. Stay away from his ex. She's a witch herself and powerful enough to mess up lives."
"Gotcha," Ron agreed. "Thank you. Now, who were you originally? She refused to tell me."
Spike smirked. "If you don't know, you'll have to ask Dumble to tell you." He strolled away, heading out into the night.
Ron recast the protections on his door so he could sleep easy, doubling them this time. The hair went into his sock drawer until he needed it. He pulled out the books and found that spot, trying the spell again. The fairy glow was pretty, but not blue. He snorted as he canceled it. "Better than I did with most charms," he noted as he went to bed.
###
Xander looked at his crew as they ate dinner around the Summer's couches. "So, what do you think of him?" he asked
"Ron's a nice guy," Willow told him. "Won't be any trouble."
Buffy looked at her. "Are you sure?"
Willow nodded. "Unless something out of his control happens, he won't cause us any troubles."
"A duffer?" Xander asked.
She shook her head. "No, the whole family has power. He's careful. Not in it for the power or the things it could bring him."
"Then why is he here?" Buffy asked.
"He picked a spot on the map and came here by fate," Willow told her.
Buffy snorted. "Yeah, because most magical families come here to get away from each other."
"I don't think he knew more than the name before he came," Xander put in. "Knowing theoretically and knowing personally can be a big difference. I trust the guy, but I'm not sure why."
"Because you can sense his intent not to cause harm probably," Willow told him. "When we talked, I made sure of it. He's still having problems at the basic levels. Concentration and all that stuff. He's not causing us any problems."
"Good," Buffy decided. "What about the new witch to the group?"
"Her I'd worry about. She wants things, great things," Willow said sadly. "She'll use the magic to get them."
"Then we'll put her on the watch list," Buffy decided. "Anyone else we should worry about?"
"Nah," Willow told her. "Everything's about the same. The pretty wiccans working on love charms for their boyfriends and girlfriends. The chaos witch doing her thing. She's finally figured out she's not going to Janus, instead she's going to hit another God. Where was Spike?"
"He was lurking in the middle of town when I came back through," Buffy told her with a shrug. "Where was Anya? Shouldn't she have been there tonight?"
"She should have," Xander agreed. He put his fork down. "Maybe it was a good thing that she wasn't."
"Maybe," Buffy agreed, giving him a sympathetic look. "It'll get better soon, Xander."
"I hope so because I'm currently not liking this in-between spot we're in." He put down his empty plate. "What else was on the list for tonight?"
"Just this," Buffy said happily. "Low vampire count in town. Did a patrol. I'd say it's movie night."
Willow laughed. "Cool. Is the rental place still open?"
"Yeah," Xander said, looking at the clock. "For another few hours." They headed out to his car to find something they could all stand.
*** Two Months Later ***
Ron noticed a new spell over his friend. He and Xander had become close mates, even drinking buddies on occasion. Ron had even started to be included in the more mundane patrols. Wouldn't his mother throw fits if she knew about that. He wandered over to look at his friend, but Xander shook his head and walked the other way. "I was going to invite you over to try my first attempt at cooking," he said as he caught up with him.
"Not tonight, Ron. Tell me how it went."
"Wanna talk?"
"Nah, it's all right," Xander told him, clapping him on the shoulder. "Go back to work before I have to get mean."
"Sure." He went back to his spot, not liking this new glow at all. It was highlighting an older spell, one that was at least a few years old. He thought as he laid in the cabinets, only getting hurt once when he set something down on his foot. When lunch break came, Xander was gone for the day, so he ate alone, still thinking about the problems. He decided he needed another opinion in this case. Xander needed more help than he could give. The thought that came next made him cheer up. He could get Harry to come over for a day. He hadn't visited at all and he missed his buddy. He finished his sandwich and went back to work a little early. No one would say anything if he left five minutes before the end of the day so he could hit the owlry. Surprisingly enough, there was one in town. For not having any others of his type, the town was well set up for them. Someone must have been hoping to attract his kind but most of them were smart enough to stay away from this cursed town. Smart of them really. If he never saw another vampire, he'd be happy.
###
Ron walked into his apartment and smiled at the homy touches he had managed over the last few months. This new place was much better. Not only did his protections stick, there wasn't a noisy neighbor who seemed to charge by the minute for his time, and was loud while he did it. Nor were there other neighbors who played Eastern Mystical music, their answer to 'what the bloody hell was that', at six in the morning as high as their tinny radio could go. He settled onto the couch with a sigh of relief. He had worked on framing and his arms hurt. The pop behind him alerted him that his father had shown up. "Hi, Dad. Grab me a beer?"
"I will not," his mother said primly.
Ron grinned back at her. "I've worked outside all day, mum, I deserve one."
She grimaced but went to get it for him. "What is this?"
"German micro-brew," Ron said fondly, taking his first sip. "Sit, mum, chat and all that. I need advice anyway."
She looked around the apartment as she walked around to the chair. "This is nicer than the place that your father arranged," she admitted.
"Yeah, and my protections stick and I'm not living next to a rent-a-poof either," he said with a fond smile for her. She looked at him. "Honest. That and a wannabe yogi."
She shook her head. "Had I known, I would have insisted on somewhere nicer," she assured him. She smiled at the picture on top of the television. "I see you did find that. I packed it for you."
"Yup, found it and wrote him earlier."
"Good. Harry was wondering where you were."
"You think it'd be okay if he came over for a night? I'll make sure he doesn't die by creature bite."
"It's that bad?" she asked. Ron nodded, finishing off his beer and putting the bottle onto a coaster. "How is the job?"
"Which?"
"The main one, son."
"It goes, that's why I needed advice. I found another spell on him today and it's making me worry. It's like it's activated an older one and made it stronger, but I know it's not a protection." She frowned. "I can't tell what it is without some magic though."
"Good point." She looked around the room again, then shrugged. "Can you get him to come help you do something?"
"I can," Ron agreed, happier now. "There's been something I've been meaning to try and I'll need a second anyway."
"What about the main problem."
"That's been going a bit funny," Ron said quietly, shifting closer. "Mum, someone's hunting Slayers and pre-slayers. Buffy's gotten a lot of them dumped on her recently. This feeling of something bad is horrible and I'm not in it."
"Can you figure out what and stop it?" she asked.
Ron shook his head. "Not a bit, mum. I'd love to say this is something I can defeat with a little help, but it's not. I've got the feeling that this is horrible. Even the locals are feeling it and not being so cocky about going out at night."
"Then I want you to be careful," she told him.
"I'm trying, mum. I really am." Someone knocked on the door. "Let me get that." He stood up and walked over, answering it. "Hey, Xander. Come in and meet my mum?"
"First, are you involved?"
"No, mate, I'm trying to help stop it but you're shutting me out."
"Oh." He walked inside and let Ron close the door. "Nice to meet you, Mrs. Weasley. Ron's a very good worker, puts in a full day of real work instead of goofing off half the day." He looked at Ron. "You're not involved because we're not sure what is coming."
"Xander, I have access to other forms of information," Ron told him. "I'd like to help this time. It's not right that you have a bunch of untrained girls do it."
"That's their job," Xander pointed out.
"Mine too, prat," Ron said good naturedly. "Haven't I proved that by now?"
"I'll talk to Buffy tonight about including you in the meetings," he agreed. He relaxed. "Now, you said you were going to try and cook?"
"I was, but then my mum showed up." He grinned at her. "Mum, wanna help me make food?"
"I'll definitely watch you and tell you where you're going wrong," she told him.
He nodded. "Okay. Let's move to the bar then. Beer, Xander?"
"Sure, I've had a rotten day," Xander admitted as he sat down.
"Do you need a hug?" Mrs. Weasley asked him, holding out an arm.
"No, that's okay," Xander told her. He gave her a smile. "Why can't I find nice women like you?"
"There's plenty of them where we are," Mrs. Weasley told him. "You could always come over when Ron comes back." Ron dropped his knife and looked at her. "It would be acceptable."
"Okay. If he wants to, he can come stay with me and find a job and women over there," Ron agreed. He grinned at Xander. "If you can put up with me."
"I probably can. I put up with Anya." His head sunk down onto his crossed arms on the bar. "I really hate what happened between us."
"Bad breakup?" Molly asked sympathetically. Xander nodded, not looking at her. "They happen, dear, even when you try to be nice."
"I thought I was saving her from something worse, a bad life," he admitted. "Now she's human again."
Ron shook his head. "She needs to make up her mind, Xander."
Xander looked at him. "This time it wasn't her idea. She got forced into it," he told him.
Ron snorted. "She could have done things differently, couldn't she?" Xander nodded. "Then it was her choice and not yours."
"Good point, but I still feel miserable. If it hadn't been for me, she wouldn't have been mortal in the first place and we never would have gotten together. It never would have plagued her with a conscience."
Mrs. Weasley patted him on the back. "I know it's hard, but she'll forgive you some day, Xander. You're a very nice boy and I know she understands this."
"Yeah, hopefully. I just wish I wasn't starting to feel mushy toward her again."
Ron and his mother shared a look. "Xander, want a salad with this, mate?"
"Eww, green stuff," he said, shuddering. He looked at his friend. "You've never shown a desire so sickening before."
"Before it wasn't my mother watching me eat chili fries either," Ron pointed out with a grin. Xander chuckled. "We're having sloppy joes, mum."
"I'll make allowances for your age and sex," she assured him. "None of you boys eat well enough." She looked at Xander. "Doesn't your mother nag?"
"My mother doesn't see me," he told her.
"I'm sorry. Is she blind?"
"No, she ignores me like I'm not there every time we run into each other in town," he said honestly. She clucked and gave him a hug. "Thanks. It must be nice to have a real family."
Ron nodded. "Usually. Unless there's a problem in the bathroom." His mother laughed. "Remind me to tell you the story about the twins and them blowing up the bathroom while we were all sick and my sister was on the rag."
Xander snickered. "I'm now living with six girls. I understand all too well how horrible that can be." Molly gave him a smile. "You're a very nice mother."
"Thank you, dear. I try." She gave him a pat on the hand. "Ron, how goes your training?"
"Not great, mum, but I'm working on it." He looked at Xander. "I've been meaning to try a visualization spell. Wanna help later? It'll get you away from the girls for hours on end."
"Maybe," Xander agreed. "Is it hard?"
"No, not really. A concentration exercise. We'll peek in on the girls."
Xander smirked. "You just want to see Buffy in the shower."
"Nah, I don't like my women that aggressive. I like them nice and soft and able to cook," he said as he opened a can. "Not a microwave in sight."
"Or plastic," Xander agreed. "I'm happy for you, man. My first year all I ate was microwave stuff and cereal."
"And beer," Ron teased.
"And beer," Xander admitted. "Plus some soda thrown in for good measure."
"Speaking of, tell me the next time you head out to Walmart. I've got some stuff I could pick up if I can mooch a ride with you."
"Sure. If we're not too fragged, I can take you tonight. There's always something I can pick up out there."
Ron's mother shook her head. Boys. And they say men didn't like to shop. "Which way is the restroom so I can clean up?"
"The light tan door, mum," Ron told her. "Watch out, I bought the industrial size toilet paper and it's blocking part of the door until I break it down." She looked at him. "It's cheap and I don't have to buy it that often. It saves me shopping every few weeks." He shrugged. "The beauty of Walmart."
Xander nodded. "Industrial sized everything."
She went into the bathroom and saw what they meant. Why would a single person need to buy 24 rolls of toilet paper at once? Boys.
###
Ron canceled the visualization spell, it had been better than tele. Buffy had taught the girls how to quip as they slayed. He turned his attention to Xander and frowned. "When did you get that spell put on you?" he asked.
Xander looked at himself. "What spell?"
"I'm not sure what it is, but I can see the edges of it glowing around you. It's a light purple." He could see it, but how to tell someone that they were the victim of a love spell? A powerful, long- lasting love spell.
Xander looked at his arms. "I don't see anything. What is it?" He looked at his friend. "Could it be a protection spell?" He blushed. "Willow doesn't know that I know, but I know she put one on me a long time ago, before she had her accident."
"Maybe," Ron agreed. That had given him an idea. "If it is, it's holding up really well."
"She's a good witch, even if she does have her problems," Xander said as he stood up. "Need help?"
"Nah, I'm good. Is Thursday my day off?"
"Sure is," Xander said happily. "I hate that the budget is coming out that way, but at least you'll be able to go grocery shopping during the day for a change."
"True, and there's other things I'll need to get that I can't get on Sunday," he said happily. He walked Xander to the door. "You be careful with those scary women, Xander. Don't let them pounce you or anything." Xander laughed all the way to his car.
Ron leaned against the door and smiled. Yes, he would be talking with Willow on Thursday, when he went to buy a few more meditation candles.
###
Ron strolled over to where Willow was straightening books. "We need to talk," he told her. She looked at him. "I caught something last night and need you to look at it." She nodded and followed him back to the back corner of the store, where all private conversations were held. "I found a love spell on Xander, but it was purple," he said quietly. She frowned. "It's all over him and it's old, and it's got your fingerprints on it, but it's been reactivated."
She shook her head. "I never cast one on him."
"Then I'd figure it out because someone's using your magic," he told her. "It's popped up strongly in the last few days. I saw it clearly last night. Love and devotion."
"Huh." She grimaced toward the front of the store. "I'll have to check that out. How's it going?"
"I'm doing okay. He and I did a visualization spell the other day," he said with an easier air.
"I know, I felt it. Did you like watching the Buffy?"
"Not really, but it's better than pay-per-view."
She laughed. "I'll tell her you said that." She punched him on the arm. "You okay otherwise?"
"Missing my friends. I've got one I invited over the other day, still waiting on him to show up." He winked. "Let me know if you need help." He walked away, going back to his candle selection. "Hey, Anya," he called. "No more pine candles in the three wicks?"
"They're on back order," she called back.
"Shit," he sighed, picking out his next favorite scent, oranges. He liked those things now that he had access to fresh ones all the time. He brought them to the counter. "Tell me when you get the pine ones in, okay?"
"Sure, Ron. How's the meditation going?"
"Better. I'm adding it to my tai-chi routine. Thanks for the suggestion by the way. It's really nice to get some normal exercise in." She smiled as he paid her. "How long do you think?"
"Maybe a week. They claimed they had trouble getting supplies of the scent." She handed him his change. "How is Xander?"
"Good. Today's my day off so I'm guessing he's working hard." He took his things. "See you next week." He walked out, whistling all the way home. When he got there, he found Willow waiting on him. "That was fast."
"I think Anya has the place bugged." She settled herself in. "So, love spell?"
"Purple for some reason," he agreed, setting his bag down. "It's strongest around his shoulders and neck instead of his chest." He grabbed them some sodas and nearly ran into the person popping in behind him. "Hey, Harry. You're just in time to give us an idea."
"If you want," he said with a grin. He looked around. "This is bigger than your pad in London."
"I know, isn't it great?" He handed him one of the sodas and grabbed another one. "Harry, this is Willow. Mum helped her a while back."
Harry looked at Willow. "I remember."
She sighed. "So do I. How is the fighting, Mr. Potter?"
He grinned. "Better every day. We've got them on the defensive again."
"Good on you," Ron said happily. "Wish I could be there when all that went down, but I'm stuck here helping an apocalypse from going off." He sat down on the coach. "Come listen, Harry. You know a bit about love spells."
"Yeah, one or two things," he agreed dryly. He had been the victim of a few of them so he had studied up on the subject, just in case. "What's going on?"
"The guy I'm here to protect has one major one on him. Few years old. Purple, heavier around his arms and shoulders."
"Demonic?" Harry asked.
Willow frowned. "Demonic?" She looked at Ron. "Huh?"
"Purple, that's their spells usually," Harry said as he took a sip. "Diet, Ron?"
"It's all they had," he said with a shrug. "Mum was with me."
"Oh." He nodded. "I saw her yesterday. She brought me permission to pop around sometimes. How much longer do you think you're going to be stranded over here?"
Willow laughed. "The problem we're dealing with looks to be fixed within a few more months, Harry. You can have him back after that hopefully."
"Yeah, I can see that. How's Spike?"
"How do you know about Spike?" Willow asked.
"He came to me. Gave me some of his hair," Ron told her.
She hopped up. "Polyjuice?"
"If I have to. Will I?"
"He was tortured recently. We're not sure he's sane."
"Tell me if he leaves," Ron told her. "It takes a month to brew the nasty crap."
"I can do that," Willow agreed. "I'll even make sure you can't be staked." She looked at Harry. "Did you want to help too?"
"I like to take my battles one at a time," he told her. "Ron's brilliant, trained beside me, so he should be able to handle anything."
Ron nodded. "Hopefully. What do you want to do about Xander's spell?"
"I want to check it out first," she admitted, worrying her bottom lip. "Then I'll probably have to remove it. It's not good to be under a love spell." She turned to look at him. "Want to work on a house protection with me tonight? Since you seem to excel at them?"
"Sure," Ron said happily. "Tonight?"
"After midnight. After everyone's asleep. Meet me in the back yard." She smiled at them. "Nice seeing you under better circumstances, Harry. Keep up the good work and yell if you want me to come help." She waved. "I'd like to kick his ass once for making fun of me." She disappeared, heading for the shop.
Ron shifted to look at his friend. "I figured out why you never let Dumbledore talk you into anything anymore," he said dryly. "I did and look at me now."
Harry laughed, hugging his friend. "It's good to see that you haven't lost your sense of humor."
"Yeah, well, the twins had to bleed some of theirs into me since they got the triple dose, it having missed the prat and landing all on them." Harry laughed some more. "Want some food? I've been learning how to cook and I have leftovers."
"Sure," Harry agreed. "It's the middle of the night at home and I was a bit hungry anyway when your mother popped around." He followed his friend into the kitchen, filling him in about what was going on at home.
###
Xander walked out into the backyard. "Buffy wanted to know what you're doing to the house," he called.
"We're laying protections," Willow called back. "Come help. You can hold the light so we can see the books." She glanced at Ron, who hid his wand up his sleeve. Xander walked over and took the oil lamp from her hand. "Thanks. That's very helpful." She looked at him, and *looked* at him, then shook her head. "I didn't lay that."
"Lay what?" Xander asked.
Ron looked at him. "I found a love spell on you the other night, Xander. In purple magic."
"Purple?"
"Purple. Demonic," Willow told him. She reached out to touch him. "Don't move," she said when he flinched, cutting across the lines to cancel them. "It is my spell, way back when."
"Oz?" he asked.
"No, Anya," she said, looking at his face. "I don't know what happened, Xander, and I'm sorry."
He gave her a one-armed hug. "That's okay. She was stronger than you back when we first got together. Is it that old?" She nodded against his chest. "Then remove it and we'll be even."
"I don't remember casting it."
"I know. We'll pounce her together." He looked at Ron. "Anything else you wanted to share?"
"Yeah, I have to use funny implements to cast really well. Do you mind if I do?" he asked.
"Go ahead. Oh, a wand," he said when it appeared. "Why didn't you get one of those, Willow?"
"I never thought about it," she admitted. "It's helped him a lot." She finished removing the spell, cleaning most of the ones she had done off him, with the exception of the protections. "Hey, Dru put a protection on you," she said with a frown.
"Probably during that botched love spell," Xander pointed out. She smiled at him. "What else can I do so I don't have to rebuild the windows?"
"This'll cover a magical attack, not a physical one," Ron told him, showing him the book. "It'll be a safety net, catching any and all magic before it can penetrate the walls."
"Cool. We could use that." He held the lamp while they worked, watching Ron. He seemed so much stronger than he had the other night. Maybe he had a breakthrough similar to Willow's? Or maybe having a focus like the wand really was that important? If so, he'd craft Willow's himself if it would help her. He wanted to see her happy again and her magic had made her that way.
After they were done, Willow stopped Ron. "Make that stuff you were thinking about," she said quietly. "It'll be needed soon." He nodded before disappearing. He still had a guest. Willow walked back into the house with Xander, arm-in-arm. "How did you think he did?"
"I think that if a wand makes that big of a difference, I'm willing to find you the perfect wood and make yours," he admitted.
She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. "If I thought it'd help, I'd help you," she told him. "I don't think it would. It's too late for that, Xander."
"I figured, but the offer stands," he reminded her.
She smiled and gave him a hug. "Go to bed. You've got a long day tomorrow."
"And Ron just told me he's got visitors so he won't be coming."
"Yeah, a friend from home popped around," she said with a smile. "From his school days."
"Wow. How are they getting here?"
She shrugged. "I don't ask those questions, Xander, you know that." She pinched him on the chin. "Go to sleep and see if you feel better tomorrow. I'm going to find Anya and kick her demon butt for that." She strolled away, thinking about what she could do that wouldn't arouse suspicion from Giles. She found him waiting in the living room. "You felt the shield?" she guessed. She noticed the wand and looked at him. "Gee, Giles, something you wanted to tell me?"
He looked at her. "Who's been helping you, Willow?" he asked gently.
"Ron Weasley."
He nodded. "Thank you. I had thought he was one of that dratted family."
"He's a good guy, Giles. All of his family are. Otherwise, you wouldn't have left me in Molly's care." She looked him over. "Now, are you going to try and warp the shield?"
"No, I think you did it correctly and it could only help," he told her. "Go to bed, Willow."
"You'll leave Ron alone?"
"Is he checking up on you?"
"Yes," she lied.
"What's the big deal about Ron?" Xander asked as he joined them. "He's a nice guy."
"He is, he's also been lying to you," Giles told him.
Willow sighed and looked at him. "He's more powerful than he lets on, Xander. The wand is his natural form of magic. Unlike what he's learning now, which isn't native to his kind of wizard." Xander looked stunned. "He's much more powerful than we see daily, but he lets it out during patrols."
"I noticed he managed to slay nearly everything," Xander said thoughtfully. "So, big lies, little lies?"
"Small ones of omission," Giles told him. "A whole family of meddlers."
"Who helped me," Willow told him. "Molly, his mother, helped me regain my footing after I had my accident." Xander pulled her into his arms for a hug. "Ron's a good wizard. He was sent to watch over me," she lied.
Xander gave her a squeeze. "Then we could probably use his help now."
"I won't work with him," Giles told him. "If he's hiding this, what else is he hiding?"
Willow glared at him. "He's hiding the fact that he trained with a certain Potter boy, Giles. Fought beside him until he came over here to watch over us." Giles backed off. "You leave him alone or I'm going to have to do something old-meish." She got free and walked up the stairs. "We don't need this now," she called as she stomped.
Xander sat down and looked at him. "You had more to add? I'm willing to listen to reasons."
"The boy could well be tainted, having to use both magics," Giles told him, sitting down himself. "It is easy enough to do."
"I know Ron, Giles, he's not tainted. He's always been a good guy. A little secretive and now that I know there's a lot we're going to talk about on Saturday."
Giles looked at him. "Are you sure that's wise?"
"Are you sure having you, Willow, and Andrew being the only magic people around is wise?" Xander countered. "Little lies to protect his true purpose being here won't stop him from saving the world with us. He's already asked to be added. He helped Willow earlier with a few things. I think I can trust him. After all, I never told him everything about me." He stood up. "He's part of the team. Deal with it." He went to his room to sleep.
Giles slumped. "That didn't go well. They'll have to see how dangerous it is." He looked over as the fireplace flared up. "Aunt Narcissa," he said with a smile. "How are you?"
"Fine, nephew. How are things on your side of the pond?" she asked with a faint smile of her own.
"Not so great, but we'll pull through again." He shifted closer. "Why is a Weasley here?"
She looked stunned. "I don't know. Percy? He's a toady at the Ministry."
"No, Ron," he said with a grimace. "Potter's friend."
"Hmm. I'll have to ask about that for you." She tossed something and the bag landed beside him on the floor. "There you are, the treats you said you needed."
"Thank you, Aunt Narcissa. I wish my mother and you had been closer so I hadn't had to wait to meet you."
"Rupert, I'm only about as old as you. There wasn't any way for us to be closer unless we played together." She smiled again and disappeared.
He picked up the bag of treats, pushing through them to find the protection amulet at the bottom. He'd make it later and give it to Buffy.
###
Ron watched as Willow walked into the Magic Box and shut everything down since there weren't any customers. "Anyanka, we have to talk," she said coldly. Anya gave her a fearful look. "You had me cast on Xander. A love spell with devotion wound into it." Anya backed up. "Guess what? I removed it." She walked closer. "I want the truth and I want it now, Anyanka. Before I decide to destroy you," she said in an even icier voice.
"I did what I had to do so I could have a protector," she sniffed. "It didn't hurt him. Besides, he deserves it. No one would let me get vengeance, but he deserved it!"
"Anya, he left you so you'd have a chance at a better life than what he foresaw for you both. That doesn't deserve punishment, that deserves a medal for being able to walk away from the spell's effects." She grabbed the other witch and shook her. "How dare you force me to cast against my friend!" She took a deep breath, she would not lose control.
Ron shut off the portal when he saw that she wasn't going to go dark again. That was all he needed to see. He looked over at Xander, who motioned him closer. "What?"
"Who were you watching?"
"Willow."
"Oh. You're really here to watch her?"
"Among other things," Ron admitted. "She told you?"
"Giles told me. He had a sparkly little piece of wood like you do."
"Really?" Ron said dryly. He glanced around then stepped closer. "I hadn't known that. Wish I had earlier. Is he telling lies?" Xander nodded. "Then come over tonight and I'll tell you what I can, Xander. There's stuff I can't tell you, but I'm sure you'll learn some day." He went back to his part of the job, leaving Xander to think about things.
Xander leaned against the work table and frowned. He'd have to make sure Ron told him the full truth soon.
*** One Month And Six Days Later ***
Ron, in his brilliant disguise as Spike, pushed Xander away from Caleb and hurried him out of there. He had nearly been too late. "I'm sorry," he told him, letting the women fall back. "He needs help."
"Xander!" Buffy shouted, coming over to check on him. "What did you do!"
"Shut it! He needs help!" Ron told her. "He'll bleed to death if you don't!"
"Fine. Ambulance," she called. One of the potential slayers called for one. "You saved him."
"Yeah, I did," Ron agreed. He took a sip from his flask and put it back. "Xander, stay calm, help's coming." He looked at the injury, thinking about what he could do. He couldn't regenerate it. He wasn't sure if a medi-witch or a healer could, but he knew he couldn't. He did cast a subtle pain relief spell to help ease the pain the guy must be in. His eye had popped and it wasn't the grossest thing he'd seen, but it came close. As soon as the paramedics got there, he darted into the shadows until he could change back. He'd meet up with Xander soon. The other guys on the crew would be livid that Xander had gotten so badly hurt, so he'd have to come up with a good excuse for them. He was now Xander's second in command on the site and a section chief over some of the slower guys. He really liked the plumbing stuff. He'd have to think about that as a second career. It paid well, without having to risk his life - that alone made it better than his present job as an auror. As soon as he was back to normal he'd be sending off a message and go to the hospital.
###
Ron held Xander's hand, looking down at him. "I wish I could have stopped him," he said quietly to the sleeping man.
"Wasn't your fault," Xander whispered, opening his good eye. He looked at him. "It was you?" Ron opened his mouth. "I knew it wasn't Spike, there was too much insecurity." He sat the bed up, groaning the whole way. "Ow. My head hurts."
Ron glanced out the door before pulling his wand. "I've asked my mum to ask about to see if your eye could be regrown, but I can't do it," he said gently, smoothing the hair off the damp forehead. "All I can do is help the pain go away."
"Please," Xander begged. "It still feels like it's throbbing."
"That's phantom pain, Xander, but I'll numb it." He cast the numbing spell, one he had gotten good at using on his own injuries during fights, and let him go. "How's that?"
"Better," Xander admitted. He looked at him. "Where's everyone else?"
"At home. They left to get some sleep and they'll be back in the morning. I'm staying tonight and I'll stop by the site. Tell them that you were jumped and that you got severely injured in a fight. That'll cover for this." Xander nodded slowly. "Then I'll bring you the papers so you can take some time off."
"Thanks, Ron." He gave him a hug. "I wish my girlfriends were more like you."
"Yeah, well, if I liked guys, I'd rather have one like you any day," Ron said with a grin. "You should be resting before the nurse comes back."
"I am." Xander settled himself. "They had to take it out?"
"The remains of it," Ron agreed, pulling a chair over with his wand so he could sit down. His wand went back into his special hidden pocket on his thigh. "The guy popped it fairly well. They said there wasn't any way they could fix it, even cosmetically. They're going to give you a fake eye in a few weeks, once you're fully better."
"I guess I can live with that," Xander admitted. "How long before I heal?"
"A few weeks for the swelling to go down and to make sure you don't have any infections. Buffy grilled your doctor for a good quarter-hour before she let him go. Then Willow started on him when she came back." Xander frowned. "She went to get your insurance stuff so they could finish the paperwork."
"Yay me, good insurance."
"Kind of a necessity in your line of work," Ron teased.
"What about yours?" Xander asked.
"Being a plumber in training?"
"The real one, Ron. I know you don't do this all the time because you used the ball part of a ball- peen hammer to put in nails that first day."
Ron leaned closer and took his hand to hold. "I'm what's called an auror. I chase the bad guys in my world."
"Like Willow?"
Ron shook his head, smiling. "No, we have people who kill for the fun of it. Like your serial killers, only they've banded together. My world is presently at war."
"And I pulled you away from that," he said flatly.
"Yeah, because otherwise both worlds would end," Ron reminded him with a grin. "There's this one auror who's not even mostly human anymore. He's a mass of scar tissue and replacement parts. He's been doing it so long that no one remembers what he used to look like."
"So you carry good insurance too?" Xander quipped.
"Yup, great insurance. As a matter of fact, I called mum to see if there was anything our kind could do. I figure we owe it to you since you're keeping our part of the world alive as well."
"Wow." Xander looked toward the door. "A nurse just walked past."
"Let them. They've been in and out for a few hours now." He looked over his shoulder as the yelling started. "It sounds like Anya's here."
"Send her away, Ron. I don't want her to pity me."
"You're sure?"
"Yeah, love spell aside, old habits die hard."
"Okay." Ron got up and walked out. "Anya, he said to come back some other time. He's trying to rest," he said gently.
"He's awake?" the nurse asked.
Ron nodded. "Yeah, he is. I've already told him. He's got the bed propped up but he's bound and determined to sulk before his friends get back." He looked at her. "Shoo."
"Fine," she snorted. "If you want him that badly, you can have him. You'll probably need a devotion spell too," she said snidely.
Ron pinned her to the wall with his arm across his throat. "First, Xander and I are friends. Very good friends. He's like an extra brother to me. Second, I like girls. I don't know about him after the way you fucked him over. Feel happy, you may have turned him off women forever. Third, the man just had an eye painfully broken open and had to go through surgery to remove the rest of it. He doesn't need this petty shit at the moment. If you can't be his friend, then don't come back until you've cast yourself into that role." He let her go. "Leave."
"Fine." She stormed off.
Ron gathered his temper again and looked at the nurse. "His real friends will be back in the morning. I'm going to go back in and sit with him."
"The doctor will be up soon, you'll have to leave then."
"I'll walk down and get him a soda or something while he's in there. I'm not leaving him unattended. Not after what happened," Ron told her, slipping back into the room. "I told Anya off for you," he said more cheerfully.
Xander chuckled. "I heard. Good job, though I think I still like girls." He barely moved his shoulders in a shrug. "I'll figure that out. Maybe guys would be better to try. At least they'd understand."
"I'm sure you could find a few brilliant men who'd love your nature," Ron agreed. "You've got great hands that are very talented and would make anyone a good husband. Except my sister of course," he finished with a renewed grin.
Xander laughed. "No, I won't hit on your sister, Ron. I try very hard not to hit on little sisters." The nurse came in and checked him over. "How long before I get to go home?"
"A few days," she chided gently. "Would you like to see her again?"
"Only if she's quit screaming," Xander told her. "She's my ex."
"Oh, you poor thing. Hooking up with someone like her." The nurse gave him a pat. "He can't have caffeine," she told Ron.
"Bet me, I need it to live," Xander told her.
"We'll give you something to help with the cravings, Mr. Harris."
"Xander."
"Fine, Xander," she agreed, making notes on his chart. "We need your head to go back down some if you wouldn't mind. That way no accidental bleeding can occur." He put the head of his bed back down most of the way. "There we go, that's fine," she said with a smile. "Push the button if you need anything."
"Can I have some water and a long straw, or even some juice?"
"I'll get you some," she agreed, hurrying out to do that.
"Our nurses are a lot more brisk with the patients," Ron said in amusement. "My school's nurse used to hate seeing me. Used to give out this big, huge sigh of disgust every time I had to walk into the infirmary." The nurse came back with a long straw and a glass of juice, handing it to Ron. "Thanks." He waited until she had left again. "Must be nice to have more than one nurse on a floor."
"It is," Xander agreed. He sipped the end of the straw Ron held out. "That feels good."
"I bet." He let him finish it then went to get him some water from the sink. "It's warm."
"It's liquid. I hate anaesthesia. It always makes me thirsty."
Ron smiled as Xander drifted back off, staying with him until his friends came back, then doing as he said he would. Going to tell the guys at the site. Including the boss since he had shown up when Xander hadn't. He coughed to get his attention.
"He'll know," one of the guys told the boss, pointing at Ron. "Where's Xander?"
"He got jumped last night and is in the hospital," he told them. "He asked me to bring him papers for sick leave." The boss looked down at him. He was a larger than average man, but one of the gayest big pussycats you've ever met. "The guy who jumped him popped his eyeball."
"Out?"
"No, deflated. They had to remove it," Ron told him. The boss shuddered and turned green under his tan. "He'll be off for at least a few weeks before they think about putting in a replacement orb. He wanted to know if he could go on sick leave, sir."
"I'll get the papers for you. Are you taking today off?"
"To do the errands he asked me to do," Ron agreed. "I'll be back tomorrow."
"That's fine. I'm sure Xander needs a lot of stuff done. Mugging?"
"I don't know, I wasn't with him at the time," Ron admitted. "All I got told was that he was jumped."
The boss nodded. "There's a lot of that in this town. Surprising, the amount of gang activity." He found the papers and handed them over. "Tell him we'll come in and visit soon."
"Yes, sir." Ron took the papers back to the house so Willow could start on them for Xander, picking up a bag for him since she had come home to get it. He found her crying on the couch. "Hey now, none of that," he said, sitting down to give her a hug.
"I can't heal it," she sobbed, resting against his chest.
"Neither can I," Ron admitted, "but we'll figure out what we can do together. All right?" She nodded, pulling back to wipe off her face. "Come on, I'll walk you back." She nodded, gathering everything together. He walked her back to the hospital and found Anya in the room with him. "Here we are. Jammies and forms." He smiled at Anya. "Feeling better this morning?"
"Yes," she told him. "Why are you still here? Willow's clearly better."
"Because I can help the current situation," he told her "I'm not about to lose my friends and family because I didn't help when I could. It's the way I am." She made a sound of derision and turned away from him. "The boss said he'd see you soon, Xander, and said the rest of the guys would be visiting."
Xander smiled. "Thanks, Ron. Are you taking today off?"
"Yeah, I figured there'd be more errands that would need to be run sometime soon."
"Thanks." Xander buzzed the nurse. "Can I please change into my own clothes?"
"Of course," the pretty young nurse said. "Everyone out." She smiled as his friends withdrew. "Any particular outfit?"
"I don't usually dress to impress. Something that covers my butt would be really nice though." He gave her a smile and let her pick out his pajamas for him.
*** A Few Weeks Later ***
Ron ditched his disguise before apparating back to Xander's side. Xander and Willow both gave him a knowing look, but they walked away with him. "Xander, I got a message earlier, I'm to bring you and Willow back with me," he said quietly.
"Really?" Willow asked. "Why?"
"Because Voldemort is going to plan a big finale sort of attack and they need you, Willow Rosenberg," he said seriously. "I've been authorized to bring you back and my mother wanted Xander to come stay with us for a while since he knows damn near everything already."
"Okay," she agreed. "I still want to kick him once for his crack about me deserving it for caring."
Xander looked at her. "How did you meet this big bad menace?"
"He snuck up to where she was being shielded and tried to get her to join him," Ron told him, shrugging at Xander's dirty look. "I wasn't there. He was nearly caught when someone heard Willow going off on him." He looked at his friends. "We can leave right now if you want."
"I want," Willow decided. She patted her pockets then went back onto the bus to get their stuff. She said a quiet word to Buffy, who was crying. Buffy hugged her and ran over to give Xander one as well. "We'll be fine," she assured her friend as she walked back to her side. "I promise, we'll be fine. I'm going to finish my training and Xander can become my houseboy." He nudged her. "Sorry, boy toy?" He groaned and shook his head.
Buffy laughed. "Thank you for at least telling me." She looked at Ron. "Where were you?"
"Behind you," he said honestly. She nodded. "I'll be listening in case you need me, Buffy. We'll probably meet again some day." He winked and took their hands, letting them grab their bags with the other hand, and apparated away. He landed them in his mother's backyard. "Mum, it's us," he called.
Arthur rushed out and hugged him. "Ron," he said, sounding relieved. "We heard it was bad." He smiled at Willow. "Oh, Xander too?"
"Dumbledore said so," Ron said with a shrug. "So did mum." He smiled at his father. "It was messy and nasty inside the hellmouth, father, but it's closed for good. I'm going to make a report on the mess before my boss tracks my dirty butt down. Have fun filling Willow in. Xander, rest. Let mum pamper you senseless." He wiggled his fingers and disappeared again, going to tell on himself.
Xander smiled at Ron's father. "They said it was okay."
"Of course it is," Molly said from the doorway. "Dear Merlin, what happened!" she demanded, walking out to grab his chin and look at the eye patch. "Who did that? Ron didn't tell me you did that much damage."
"He said he told you," Xander said.
"He told me you had a damaged eye, and that he was fine, nothing more. He must have told the real story to the other aurors. Inside, now." She ushered Willow in. "Dear, you look tired."
"A bit," Willow admitted. "It's been a long, hard fight."
"Yeah, but activating the slayer lines was pretty neat," Xander told her.
"You did what?" Arthur asked.
"We needed them, Arthur. So I activated all the potential slayers in the correct age range." She shrugged. "We won against the First Evil."
He sought for a seat and sat down hard. "That's why they sent Ron?" Xander nodded. "Oh, dear." He took his wife's hand. "Is Ron really all right?"
"He pretended to be Spike," Xander said as he sat down, carefully because his lack of depth perception meant that the edge of the chair wasn't always where he thought. Molly tutted and went to make him some tea. "He was right in the thick of it, but he survived without any visible injuries."
"Which is the important thing," Willow agreed. "He survived."
Molly gave them both hugs. "I'm sorry you had to go through something like that, children."
"We're the same age Ron is," Xander pointed out.
"As I said, children," Molly said as she went back to the stove.
Arthur swallowed. "What happened?"
"When the First was defeated, the Hellmouth turned into a big, sucking hole," Willow told him. "Sucked the whole town into it."
"We managed to evacuate nearly everyone," Xander said at the uneasy look. "They're on buses heading out of the area."
"Oh, dear," Arthur repeated. "What will you do now, Xander?"
"I don't know. With the eye thing, I can't exactly do my old work. I'm thinking about going to school to learn a new trade. Maybe something related since I'm so good with my hands."
"You could do stonework if you stayed over here," Molly pointed out.
Arthur nodded quickly. "There's a lot of us who have stone houses. Especially if you learned how to thatch." He looked at his wife. "The school was looking a bit worn as well."
"Dumbledore did send for us," Willow told him. "Should we call him now?"
"I'll do that," Arthur told them, hurrying to the fireplace.
"They talk into the fireplace?" Xander asked.
"That's the floo network," Willow told him. "It's like a videophone."
"Cool. Didn't Ron say you could travel across it?"
"Yeah, it's public transportation as well," she agreed. Xander groaned. "Finally getting why he didn't need a license?" Xander nodded. "You okay? You're starting to sweat."
"I need my pain medicine," he admitted. He looked at her. "Guess what the potentials forgot to pack?"
"Let me, I can do an anti-pain charm," Molly told him, using her wand to numb the area again. "How did that happen, Xander?" she asked as she put food on the table.
"The guy had both..." Willow shook her head. "Sorry, too graphic?"
"Very," Willow reminded him. "Caleb, a minion of the First, got him. Popped it."
"That sounds painful," Molly said, sitting down to pour tea. "Arthur, would you like some?"
"Please, love."
"All right." She sent a cup at him, making him smile. "Just how you like it." She turned back to the children. "Xander, are you a wizard?"
"No, I'm normal guy," he told her. Molly frowned. "I am."
"You're not," Willow told him. "You've never been normal. You lived on the Hellmouth for seventeen years and only got a broken arm." She looked at Molly. "I could never tell. He's easy to do magic on, but he tends to make it go funny."
"Often," Xander put in. Willow smiled at him. "I'm not magical."
"You could be," Arthur said as he rejoined them. "If you've never been tested. The hellmouth may have been cloaking you all this time." He sipped his tea. "Dumbledore will be here in about an hour, Molly." She got up and he grabbed her arm. "He said not to clean for him."
"Bet me," she retorted. "You don't invite a man like him into your house without cleaning up a bit." She bustled off to straighten up the tidy house.
Arthur shook his head. "She'll be in a fuss until after he leaves," he assured them. "Xander, are you feeling better?"
"Much." He sipped his tea and licked his lips. "Giles' tea never tasted like this."
"He prefers bitter blends," Willow told him. She pulled over a biscuit to nibble on. "What can I do to help the fight, Arthur?"
"We'll need you to either cause a diversion or to be a force behind the lines," he told her. "There's a final strike planned tomorrow in London."
"Hey, I'm there," Willow told him. "I'll need a nap before then, but I'm there."
"I think you could both use a bath and a nap," Molly said as she walked behind them to get some warm water. "Arthur, come help."
"Molly, the house is spotless," he complained, but he followed her.
Xander smiled. "This is so very odd compared to our families."
"Yeah, tell me about it," Willow said. "Want to use the bathroom first? You've got dirt on your face."
"I'm good. I think I'll make myself useful." He went to ask Molly what he could do and she sent him outside to rest in the sun. He shrugged and went outside. As soon as he sat down, a little potato went running across his foot, making him yelp and pull it away. The thing laughed. "You little creature," he said in disgust.
Willow stuck her head out. "Those are garden gnomes, they're pests," she explained. "You can toss them all you want."
"Cool," he breathed. "I can take out my stress on them?" Willow nodded. "Cool!" He waited, then snatched one of them. Then he stood up and tossed it as hard as he could toward the woods. "Take that!" He made a grab, coming up with a few more that he tossed.
"Oh, Xander, you don't have to do that," Arthur told him.
"He's blowing off post-battle stress," Willow told him. "Let him." She patted him on the arm and went to help Molly clean the front windows. The cloths were moving themselves so she straightened up with a breeze spell.
Arthur watched as these children did his own children's job. He wasn't sure about these Americans. Did they all just jump in? He went to check on his wife, making her slow down her cleaning spells in the bathroom. "They'll get it nasty again in a few minutes, Molly. We should let them sleep."
"They can sleep after Dumbledore's seen them," she chided, moving him out of her way.
%%%
Xander laughed as he read that part, turning the page. From here on, it was all his remembrances. Ron had been off preparing for the war while he had been introduced to his destiny. The old coot had no idea of what would happen when he had introduced him to the school.
%%%
Xander was led up the lane with his new bag of stuff, frowning at the building. "I think it needs some help."
"It's an illusion. As we get closer, it will look better," Dumbledore assured him gently. This boy was an anomaly. The prophecy had said that he would be coming home. Home to what, he wasn't sure, but home. The school was probably the best place to start. Xander sighed in delight as they breached the illusion, hurrying forward to touch the stones. He looked at him in confusion.
"You are very well constructed," he told the stones, examining the joints between the stones. "You haven't slid in the time you've been here. Your stones are clean and trim. No chipping. Someone did a loving job on you." He looked up. "Someone's even taken great care to keep you up to date as well." He ran a hand over the stone. "Oh, you're warm." He looked up. "The sun isn't shining on this part of the school." He looked at the headmaster. "What sort of stone is this?"
"That's granite," he told him.
"It was very well done. Someone put their heart and soul into this school." He gave it one last loving touch. "What's it look like inside?"
"Mostly marble and more granite, with the occasional painting and other decoration," the Headmaster said tolerantly as he let Xander into the school. The boy jogged over to a staircase to look at the carvings. He nearly shook his head but the boy might see his confusion and he really shouldn't let it out. He looked over as people came his way. "Ah! My dear Minerva. We'll have to test this boy tonight, after he gets some rest."
Xander was still babbling. "Magic to trim but joined by hand. Good workmanship and ethics."
Minerva McGonagall looked at him. "Isn't the one Mr. Weasley was watching over?"
"Yeah, but we destroyed the town instead of losing to the First Evil," Xander called, continuing to touch the smooth carvings. "So many centuries of grubby hands and you're still clean and pure. Still bright and sharp. Truly magic." He turned to look at them. "Sorry, I'm a carpenter by trade."
"I had forgotten about that," Dumbledore admitted. He led the way to his office, calling for the other teacher they would need. Severus joined them not long after they had settled themselves. "I think we have a most extraordinary occurrence. I believe young Mr. Harris was never found due to the interference of his hellmouth." Severus gasped.
"Yeah, I come from Sunnydale. I'm a hellmouth baby," Xander told him, giving him a wry smile. "It's gone now though, you can relax. We killed it." He smiled.
"How did you kill a portal?" McGonagall asked.
"Easy, Willow activated all the slayers and we walked into it to fight the First Evil. When she was beaten, it turned into a sucking portal. Sucked the whole town in and shut itself for good." He grinned again. "The pain medicine is making me so chipper, relax, gloomy guy. I'm not insane."
"Are you sure?" Snape asked.
Xander paused to think about it, then nodded. "Yeah, most of the time. Like I said, the pain medicine." He touched his eyepatch.
"What happened?" McGonagall asked.
"Caleb." She hissed. "He kind of decided I had to see in a different manner. So he used both thumbs on it. It's totally gone. Ron said he wrote someone about it." He slumped down a little. "It happens I guess."
"I'm sure something can be done," she said gently. She looked at Severus, who nodded. "You have something?"
"There is a better pain medicine."
"Mrs. Weasley used her wand," Xander told him, brightening up again. "Can it be regrown?"
"I don't know," Severus said carefully. "It will take a bit of research."
"I'm good at research," Xander offered. "I've been doing it since I was fifteen."
"We'll let you loose in the books after we test you," Dumbledore said kindly. He handed over a wand he kept as a spare. "Take this, Xander."
"A wand," he said, looking at it closely. "Ron's is lighter."
"You've seen his?"
"Yeah, Giles broke the surprise." He held it and waved it around. "I was wondering if a wand would help Willow more."
"Focus!" Snape snapped.
"I am." Xander looked at him and pointed the wand at him. "Lighten up!" The man started to float off, squeaking in outrage.
"Put me down!"
Dumbledore canceled the spell and smiled at Xander. "I would say it was like a cellphone during a symphony movement."
McGonagall pursed her lips. "He's very old, Albus."
"If I could find enough to be useful again, it'd be a great help," Xander told her, looking at the wand. "It feels like cotton candy."
"It should. That wand's not meant for you. We'll have you fitted for one," Dumbledore assured him with a smile. He looked at Severus. Then at Xander. "Should we sort him?"
"No," she told him. "He'll end up in my house."
"Not necessarily." Snape backed away as the boy looked at him. "If he has enough cunning to plan battles, he may not be in your house."
"I doubt he has the mean intent."
"You don't have to be mean to plan battles," Severus countered stiffly. "Some of us weren't originally cruel and cold."
"Life turns many people that way," Xander agreed. He looked at the professor, meeting his eyes. "I haven't let it get me down yet. No matter how many vampires I've had to kill and no matter how many times I have to watch people die. Instead, I shut it off."
"Becoming emotionless isn't any better," Snape told him. "At least I feel."
"I feel with people I feel safe around," Xander countered gently. "I have a small group of friends. Willow among them."
"Then you've been around magic?"
"Some. I've never practiced before." Xander grinned. "It's not been a priority. Surviving was higher on my list."
"Such places should be avoided," Minerva said firmly.
He looked at her. "I was born there. Not much chance of that." He looked at Dumbledore. "What next, oh great one?"
Dumbledore laughed. "First, it's late. We'll be introducing you around tonight. Tomorrow we'll take you to be fitted for your wand." Xander nodded. "I have to ask, are you willing to take some lessons?"
"I'll try to be good," Xander agreed. "But I have to tell you before hand that I'm going to react strangely to some stuff."
"Such as?"
"If I have to face another vampire, I'm probably going to run. I'm not in fighting shape."
"We'll take that into account," Dumbledore said gently. He stood up. "Let's get him settled into a guest room and then go to dinner." Xander stood up, looking eager. "Hungry?"
"A little bit. I haven't felt like eating for the last few days. The battle was a bit nerve racking."
"I understand," Dumbledore told him. He looked at the two professors. "Where should we put him?"
"Put him down in the security wing," Severus told him. "It would make him feel more comfortable."
"An excellent idea. Will you show him down there?"
"Of course." He led Xander away, taking him down the halls. He watched as the boy stopped to examine a corner. "What are you doing?" he asked.
"I'm a carpenter by trade," he explained. "This castle is really old, but it's in magnificent shape. I'm guessing it's the magic, because even the ones which are cared for correctly look much worse at six hundred."
"The school is over a thousand years old," Snape told him. Xander's mouth fell open. "It is the magic."
"I'm impressed," he said, patting it on the stone. "You look great for your age, don't look over a year or so." He followed the teacher down the hall. "Why are there so many pictures?"
"Some of them are decoration, but others hide doorways." He stopped in front of one. "This is your room. There will be a password."
Xander looked at the picture, smiling at the kitties playing with yarn. "You're cute. You look like Willow's kitty." The kitty batted at him. "What's the password?"
"Right now, it's yarn."
"Yarn," Xander said, and the portrait opened. "Wow." He stepped through and looked at the room. "This is really nice."
"This is the security wing," Severus said, following him. He frowned. "I see that the room has changed a bit since the last time I was in here." He tore his eyes away from the new picture of nymphs waving at the boy, looking at the bed, which had a velvet cover. One that suited the boy's coloring. He looked at the young man. "It seems the castle likes you."
"I like it. It's amazing and wonderful and beautiful," Xander told him. "Can I learn how to do things like build the castle? It'd fit in with what I already do."
"If it suits you," Snape agreed. He watched as the boy bounced on the bed. "As I was saying, this is the security section. Once I leave, only you will be able to open the door. The school itself is shielded, but I thought this might make you feel better."
"It does," Xander agreed, smiling at him. He saw the relaxed state the man had. "Food?"
"Get cleaned up and I'll lead you to the Great Hall."
"Yes, sir." He hurried into the bathroom to scrub his face again. He whooped once he saw the tub. "It's big enough for six people!" he called. "What are all the taps for?"
"It depends on the tub's mood," Snape called. "Some are water, some are scented, some are bubbles. You can test that later."
Xander came out. "That bathroom is the most amazing thing I've seen yet." He smiled at the older man. "You live like this every day?"
"Not as regally," he assured him. "The castle likes you. Come along." He led the boy to the Great Hall, smirking at the three teachers in there. "These are some of the other professors."
"Cool." Xander shook their hands. "What's the what?"
"I am surprised. You do not know a seer when you see one?" Trellawny asked.
"No, my ex girlfriend wears Armani when she gets the chance. No baubles or scarves." He sat down. "So, when will I win the lottery? Or better yet, was saving my fandom memorabilia be worth it in ten years?"
Snape held in his laughter at her offended look. "Usually people take my sight much more seriously."
Xander gave her a steady look. "I know about the sight. It sees the next emergency. I plan. I fight. We get beat up but usually no one dies if we're lucky. We party with lots food once we're healed. I pick up my next girlfriend, who will probably set off the next crisis. What else is there?"
She stood up. "I don't think he needs my teaching," she said stiffly, walking away.
"Sorry," Xander called, waving. "It's just my bad experiences. It's like that in my life." He looked at the other teachers and tried to look innocent. "Sorry."
"That's all right, Xander," McGonagall assured him. "She can be a bit touchy when people don't ask her to tell them what's going to happen in their lives."
"What's the point in that? It takes the fun away," he told her. "It might take away some of the crises, but then you'd know what you'd be missing, which is just as bad. It takes all the anticipation that you feel each morning when you wake up."
"That and she's a quack," Snape said as he sat beside the young man. Xander looked at him. "There are real seers."
"I know. My ex gets messages from the PTB."
"PTB?" Dumbledore asked.
"The Powers That Be. They're running her boss as a warrior for the light. Which is really odd if you had ever heard of Angelus."
"The vampire?" McGonagall asked. Xander nodded. "How is he working for the light?"
"He's got a soul. Willow stuck it the last time, this time for good. He's atoning," he said with a naughty grin.
She laughed. "It couldn't have happened to a nicer vampire. Unless it was his family."
"Spike's got a soul and is insane. Ron pretended to be him after he left. Darla was dusted, came back, had a kid with Angel, then died again. Dru may or may not be alive, no one's sure." He shrugged when everyone looked at him. "Buffy dated Angel, Angelus drops the 'us' whenever he has a soul. We met them all at one point in time."
McGonagall smiled. "I'm sure you have many interesting stories to tell, Xander Harris."
"Yup, but none of them are suitable for food." He looked at the tiny man sitting next to her. "Hi. What do you do?"
"I teach charms. I'll be teaching you how to use your wand." He blushed. "No innuendo meant."
"That's cool, I'm probably going to be blowing your room up a lot then." He smiled at the very large man at the other end of the table. "What about you?"
"I'm Hagrid, I teach Magical Creatures."
"Then you won't be seeing much of me," Xander said with a smile.
"It's a mandatory class," Snape told him.
Xander smiled at him. "I don't care. They all want to eat me. The only way you're getting me near a creature is to tie me up and float my big heavy butt out there while listening to me beg and whine."
Hagrid laughed. "I'll keep it to gentle ones if you want."
Xander looked at him. "I'm sure they're nice and all, but *all* creatures want a piece of me. From dogs on. I am not only a demon magnet, I am a magnet for the creatures. Even when my friend, who was a werewolf, got loose he chased after me instead of his girlfriend. I think you're really neat, but please don't drag me out there."
"We'll try it once," Dumbledore told him. "Something without any teeth and not much brains."
"Flobberworms," Hagrid agreed. "Simple little creatures." Xander gave him an uneasy look. "You see, it'll be fine."
"If you say so." Xander looked at McGonagall. "What do you do?"
"I teach transfiguration. That's changing one thing into another thing."
"Okay. I might be okay at that." He turned to Snape. "You?"
"Potions."
"Is it much like cooking?"
Snape nodded, looking impressed. "You cook?"
"I've had sixteen fast food jobs and two as a short order cook. I'm not great, but I tend to be okay at the measuring stuff. Not that Willow notices. She never lets me help with that stuff. Plus, there's the mixing of mortar and solvents in my old job. Putty and things like that come cheaper in powder so I've had to mix all those."
"Relax, Xander. We like you already," Dumbledore said gently, smiling at him.
"I know, but I'm having a really bad day," he told him. "I lost my last ex, I lost my car, most of my possessions, the town they were stored in. Little things like that get to a guy, even me."
"I'm sure you can replace most of that," McGonagall assured him in her best motherly voice.
"Don't muggles have insurance?" Hagrid asked.
"They do, and I had some, but I'm guessing the insurance agent isn't going to be very happy with me. With any luck, it won't be called an act of God and therefore invalidate everything, which means I'd still have to make payments on my former car."
"You could disappear from the muggle world," Dumbledore suggested.
"That would make it really hard to find a job," Xander reminded him.
"Not among us," Dumbledore told him.
"Yeah, but how will I support myself until I get done with my training?"
"I'm sure it will go fast enough if you want it to. You don't need to be technically proficient in everything if you only want to go back to the sort of job you had," Flitwick told him.
"Good point," Xander agreed. "Not a happy one. If I've got this strange magic stuff, then I want to harness it to the point where I don't pull a Willow."
"I'm sure we can do that," Snape assured him. "We'll start tomorrow."
"After I get the wand?" Xander asked.
"After you get your wand," Snape agreed.
"Since you two seem to hit it off, maybe you should take him," McGonagall suggested.
"Um, they told Willow there's a battle tomorrow in London, are we sure we want me to go there?"
"No, but I'm sure we can do something before it happens," Hagrid said happily. "She's back?"
"She's with the Weasleys," Dumbledore told him. "You'll be seeing her tomorrow."
"Good. She likes my dog and he's been missin' her." He handed food down to Xander. "Eat. You'll need it so you can study hard."
"Yeah, I probably do," Xander agreed, but he stood up. "I think I'm going to go back to my room. I'm a little tired." He walked away, heading the way he had come up. He didn't notice it when doors opened for him. Or even when the tub was filled before he walked in. A bubble floating out alerted him to the tub being ready so he went that way. Apparently this magic stuff was more complex than he thought if it could read his mind. He stripped and sank down into the lightly scented water. It was a manly smell and he liked it. "Thank you, tub. This was really nice of you. I like this scent." He let himself sink further, letting the water come up to his neck. He let the grief wash over him, letting himself think about the people who had died.
"I liked her," he told the tub. "She was a manipulative brat most of the time, but she was mine for a long time." A sponge floated over to him. "Thanks. I guess I'll stop missing her soon," he told the tub. "I quit missing everyone else after a while. I wonder how Buffy's doing." He used the sponge to scrub his arms. "Now what do I do?"
The tub discharged a few new bubbles and he laughed as they mated in midair. "I know, I'll get over it and find someone new. Without the problem of them being the reason for the ending of the world hopefully. Maybe I'll take Anya's suggestion. Just to spite her." He laughed bitterly. "Tub, do you think she'll mind?" The tub discharged a few more bubbles, which mated in the air again, then popped. "Was that a no?" Someone pounded on the door. "I'm not hungry." They pounded again. "Come in!" Snape walked in with a tray. "I'm not hungry."
"I'm under orders from McGonagall to make you eat, even if I have to force it down your throat," he told the boy. He looked at the bubbles. "I see you found the good taps."
"It was run for me when I got in here." Snape looked stunned. "It was." The tub discharged a bubble at him. "It's helping me rationalize losing my ex earlier today."
Snape pulled over a table and set the tray on it. "I'm sorry. I hadn't known."
"No one really did. Willow lost her latest girlfriend, but they weren't that close," he put in at the panicked look. "I lost my ex, Anya."
Snape sat down. "What was she like?"
"She was a former vengeance demon. She made Willow put a love spell on me," he said sadly. "Then she made her forget it. She embarrassed me every day." He looked at the other man. "She wasn't a prize, but I didn't want her to die."
"She wasn't a prize but she was yours," Snape offered. Xander nodded. "Is that why you're hiding?"
Xander nodded. "It kind of hit me at the table. It was this or having a screaming fit about no one understanding."
"We probably would. Many of us have lost people to this war."
Xander nodded. "I know, but it always feels like you're alone when you lose someone. It was the same way last time." He splashed half-heartedly. "What is this scent?"
Snape sniffed. "I can't tell," he lied. Xander looked at him. "It's the red tap and the blue tap equally. I use it myself."
"Cool. Thank you for sharing. Do I share a bathroom with you?"
"No, only the wall between them. My bathroom isn't near as elaborate as all this." He stood up. "If you want to talk, I'll understand." He walked away.
Xander relaxed again. "He's very nice, tub." The tub warmed up. "I know he doesn't have to, but he's very nice to offer sympathy. I wonder how Willow's doing." Someone knocked. "I'm naked!" The door opened and the headmaster walked in. "I thought no one could do that."
"No one but me," he said with an understanding smile. "Do you feel better now?"
Xander shook his head. "I'm processing."
Dumbledore sat down. "Processing what?"
"My ex died in the battle. It hit me at the table. I'm sorry if I was rude."
"No, you weren't rude. Most of us figured it was something like that." He looked at the food. "I see Minerva has visited you."
"The other nice guy," Xander admitted. "He's very nice, he seems to understand."
Dumbledore looked shocked for a moment, then forced his face back into a neutral expression. "I'm sure he'll be a good listener while you work with him." He gave him a pat on the head. "As it turns out, you were right. I checked and Diagon is going to be shut down tomorrow as a precaution. We'll be keeping you here instead and letting you sample some of the classes. We'll get you your wand in a few days, when everything is safe."
"Okay. How am I going to pay for it?"
"I think we can swing enough to deal with that issue," he said with a smile. "While you're in town, you can even call your assurance agent."
"Insurance agent," Xander corrected. "I don't know who to call."
"Well, which company was it?"
"State Farms. I guess I have a phone card in my pocket and my cellphone in my bag. Will it work in London?"
"I don't know, you'll have to check," Dumbledore said as he stood up. "I know it won't work here."
"Okay. Thank you, Professor."
"You're welcome, Xander. We want your life resolved and resolidified as soon as possible so you can move on."
"I'm not sure what I'm going to do," Xander admitted.
"If you wanted to learn how to do magical carpentry, it could be arranged. There is a small trade school we can refer you to once you have some control."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome. You rest." He smiled at the bathroom. "I had no idea this was down here."
"Neither did Professor Snape."
"I see." He nodded. "Have a good rest, Xander. I'm sure you need the time to think." He gave him another smile. "If you have a desire to go outside, stay away from the forest. There are many bad things down there." Xander nodded. "Good boy." He left him alone.
Xander relaxed and thought about all the offers. "I guess I could do that. At least I'd have compensation for my eyesight problem." The tub bubbled. "You don't like the eyepatch? They never got around to putting in a fake eye. Sorry." It settled down. Xander grabbed the plate and licked up the potatoes. He might need a fork, but he could do without it.
###
Xander walked out to the front stoop, unaware that the staircase he had to take up had moved just for him, stranding Hagrid on a landing until it changed back. He sat down and listened to the air flow past the castle. A planter shifted closer so he had something to lean against. "Thanks," he murmured. He looked up at the stars. "Willow?" She appeared. "Are you all right?"
"Fine." She sat down beside him and gave him a little nudge. "It just caught up with you?"
"Yeah. Earlier, when I was meeting people." He leaned on her shoulder. "This sucks."
"I know, but it gets better. I'm going to make sure we're not going to lose another person to the dark. Not a chance in hell am I going to lose another person." She rubbed his back for him, smiling as the big man walked past them. "Hey, Hagrid."
He smiled down at her. "Did you just come in?"
"Just now. Xander needed a hug. He lost his ex girlfriend earlier."
"I heard it was a bad one." He patted Xander on the head, smooshing him a bit. "If'n you wanna talk, I live in that little hut."
Xander smiled up at him. "Thanks. You guys are really nice."
"They put up with me, they can put up with you mourning," Willow said gently. She gave him a hug. "Wanna give me nasty ideas to do to the git?"
"I don't know, turn him into something and make him bendy so you have a permanent desk statue?" Xander suggested. Hagrid shuddered. "Sorry. Over the years, we've had to come up with some inventive things to punish people with." He looked at Willow. "Turn him into ice and watch him melt?"
"Nah, that'll take too short a time. I'm liking the bendy desk statue idea," she admitted. She kissed him on the cheek. "I'll come back after the battle and let you put on bandaides. You behave until then and make fun of Professor Snape." Xander shook his head. "No?"
"No. He's been the nicest to me so far." She gave him a disbelieving look. "He understands."
"I know, but he's annoying," she told him.
"He's been neat to me so far." He gave her a friend's kiss on the lips. "Go kick some ass for me. Tell Ron to be careful as well."
"Can do." She stood up and walked away, disappearing between one step and the next.
"That's neat, I'd like to know how to do that," Xander noted. A book landed beside him.
"So would I," Hagrid said, looking confused. "She's not supposed to be able to do that. No one should be able to do that. Have to talk to Dumbledore about that later when he comes down for tea."
Xander noticed the book when it shifted and bumped his hand. "Oh, hey." He smiled and picked it up but it was taken from his hand. "I can't read that?"
"Not until you have some control," Hagrid told him, but he was smiling. "That's hard magic, most people can't do it." He walked away, going down to his house.
Xander looked up at the stars again. "Let's hope that everything goes all right," he said, making a wish on the stars twinkling down at him. "Let the good guys win without too many casualties," he whispered. He decided this wasn't that comfortable so he stood up. "I should probably go back to bed. It's going to be a long night." He headed back to his bedroom, thinking about the upcoming fight. If he had some control, he could be beside Willow, backing her up. It wasn't right that they were split up. He saw movement down the hall, but he couldn't track it. He stared at the shadows but gave it up after a few minutes. It was probably a creature. He looked at his portrait. "Yarn." It opened, letting him inside. The room brightened and he smiled. "Hi, room." He stripped down to his boxers and climbed in, blinking up at the canopy above his head. There were stars up there. "That's a nice picture." He blinked a few times. "I think I should take off my boxers," he told himself. "I don't have any more in my bag." He slid out of them and tossed them toward the dresser. "I'll wash them tomorrow." He yawned and rolled onto his side. "Night, room. Thank you."
He didn't get to see the house elf that appeared with a startled look. Apparently it hadn't planned on being there at that moment. It gathered up the clothes and hurried off, going to report the strangeness.
*** Six Days Later, Post-Battle ***
Xander looked around at the shop, frowning. He checked his list, but nothing was marked. He looked at the person helping him, but Willow was looking in the other direction and not helping him at all. She was checking out a pretty young witch out the window. He saw a small tag and got closer to read it, frowning when he saw the price. He picked up the container, but another hand grabbed it at the same time. He looked at the owner of the hand and smiled at his professor. "Can we share it?"
"If you want," Severus agreed. "I only need a bit. As do you."
"This isn't what I need?"
"No it is," he said quietly, taking the list. "Let's see what you were sent to get." He frowned. "This is above the normal supplies."
Xander shrugged. "It was handed to me." He glanced around but Willow had abandoned him. "She has the money, good thing."
Snape chuckled and pulled his wand, pointing it at the door. He summoned Willow back, dragging her backwards through the door. "I believe you took something of his?" he suggested.
"Sorry," Willow said, handing over the wallet. "Don't spend it all in here. You've got books to buy." She looked at Snape. "Thank you for reminding me." He released her and she jogged off, going back to the witch she had been chatting up.
Xander looked at the wallet, then at the door. "And she said I'm a hurricane," he quipped. He looked around, but Snape had left. "Well, gee, just leave me here clueless," he said, picking back up the list and the jar. He walked up to the salesgirl. "I'm lost and pathetic," he announced, holding out the list. "Help?"
She patted him on the hand. "It happens to the best of us sometime," she assured him, leading him around to fill his list. She even checked him out. "Thank you for shopping with us. Do you know where you're headed next?"
"Um, Ollivanders?" he said uncertainly.
"It's the dusty shop halfway back on the other side," she said, handing back the list. "Are you done otherwise?"
"I hope so. Willow said I need books, but I'm not sure I want books."
"Go for the books first," she told him. "Wands are about seven galleons on average." She saw the look at the bag. "Then go for your wand and books can wait," she assured him.
"Thank you." He gave her a hug and headed to get his wand.
She looked at her coworker. "It's bad when they find them at this age, it's like they're retarded or something. I feel so sorry for them." Her coworker laughed.
Xander walked into Ollivanders and looked around. "Hello?" An older man popped out between shelves. "Hi. The Headmaster said I'm to come to you and get fitted."
"Indeed," he said, looking him over. "Where are you from?"
"Sunnydale."
"Ah! You're with that Willow creature." Xander glared at him. "I'm sorry, but she is rather upsetting."
"She's wonderful, she simply has some control issues," Xander told him. "Babbling is part of being us." He crossed his arms. "Maybe I shouldn't be here."
"Since you are, we should acquiesce to Dumbledore's demands." He looked the boy over. "What do you do?"
"Carpentry." He looked at the tapemeasure coming toward him. "Is this going to hurt?"
"Not you," he assured him. He started the measuring and walked away. "What do you do otherwise?"
"Not much these days. I get hurt a lot," Xander offered, staring at the tape measure. "Does it do this to everyone?" he asked worriedly.
"Yes." He came out with two boxes. "Let's try these first." He handed over the first wand. "Willow with a dragon core."
Xander waved it and it spit. "I don't think that's it."
"No, probably not," Ollivander agreed dryly. He opened the other box. "This one is nearly what Willow has, only for a less powerful wizard. Maple with a mermaid core."
"I remember them," Xander said as he took it. It caused the wall of boxes across from him to fly apart and spread itself all over the shop. "Sorry."
"That's all right. It happens all the time." He went to pick up one off the floor. "Try this one." He handed it over. "Sugar Maple with a mermaid core."
Xander tried it but it shot water. He handed it back. "I don't think that's it."
"Do you like to swim?"
"I did a lot when I was younger. I haven't had time recently." He shrugged at the sigh. "Sorry. My life has been fighting and nothing else for a while. I forget about the fun stuff."
"I see. Are you studious?" Xander shook his head. "Not at all?"
"Not at all," he said with a smile. "I'm not my buddy Willow."
"Good." He walked into the back and came out with a small box. "Try this, Xander."
Xander opened it and picked it up. "It's a baby wand."
"It's not, it's perfectly normal sized," he said patiently.
"It doesn't even fit in my hand," he complained, waving it. The wands on the floor danced around. "See, said so," he said, handing it back.
"Each one gets us closer," Ollivander said, keeping his patience as he went to get another one. He came back with a normal sized box. "Try this one." He watched as nothing happened. "Try it again."
Xander waved it harder and still nothing happened. "It feels like a brick in my hand." He handed it back. "Is there one?"
"I'm sure there is." He replaced the wand in its box and took it to the back, only to return with it again. "Try this one."
Xander tried it and nothing happened. "Still feels like a brick." He smiled. "I'm slow, not dumb."
"Fine. Then let me find a special one," he said, going back to fume among the rows of wands. He found one that he didn't like. "Ah." He brought it back. "Water dragon and yew."
"Cool." He waved it and sparkles came from the end. "Is this one mine?"
"That one's yours," Ollivander agreed. "Eight galleons."
Xander opened his wallet and poured out the money. "I'm a little short."
"Let me call Dumbledore, see what he wants you to do," he said, going into the back room to rant and complain at the jovial headmaster. "He doesn't have enough."
"I sent him out with more than enough," Dumbledore told him. "How short is he?"
"About ten knuts. That's the last of his money and he's only got one bag." The Headmaster sighed. "You let him out alone?"
"I sent Willow with him. I think I know where the other went." He smiled. "I'll be right there to make sure he does the other tasks and has money." His head disappeared.
Ollivander stood up. "He let him out with someone who didn't know and doesn't respect our customs and expected him to make it through? During these times?" He started to feel sorry for the boy. No wonder he looked so lost. He went into the front and looked around at the cleaned up room. "Thank you."
"I think it's only polite, since I made the mess," Xander said quietly. "Was I supposed to have more? The herb store was really expensive."
"I understand. Dumbledore himself will be right here." He gave him a reassuring look. "How did you master the cleaning charm?"
"I was holding it and thought about the stuff being back in the right spot."
"Oh." He smiled as the Headmaster walked in. "He cleaned up as well."
"Excellent. A practical spell." He handed over some money. "Xander, have you only made that one stop?" Xander nodded. "How much was it?"
"Seven."
"I see. Did you get a receipt?" Xander handed it over. "Ah, now I see why." He handed him a smaller bag. "For the books."
"Do I have to get books?"
"Yes."
"I can't use the library?"
"This is to start your own library. I've already given them your necessary list." He led the poor boy out of the shop, waving behind his back. "Thank you, Mr. Ollivander."
"Thanks," Xander called back, waving. "He tried to give me the same one twice."
"Yes, he's often frustrated when he guesses wrong," Dumbledore assured him, leading him into the bookstore. "I sent you a list for him?"
"We have it all ready," the salesman said happily. "Let me get it." He went into the back and came out with a small trunk.
"All that?" Xander asked.
"All those," Dumbledore agreed. "All refresher books so you can catch up to the basics faster."
"Okay." Xander handed over the money.
"I'm afraid we underestimated the cost earlier," the salesman told him. "It's actually twenty galleons." Dumbledore raised a brow. "Four of them are new editions, Headmaster."
"He could use the old ones."
"We've recently sent them back," he said sadly. "If we had old copies, we'd give them to him."
Xander sighed. "That's almost as bad as the herb shop restocking while we were in there."
"We?" Dumbledore asked handing over some more money.
"I saw Professor Snape. He helped me find that jar of stuff. We were going to split it but he left before I could tell him he could have half of it."
"I'm sure you'll see him later," Dumbledore assured him. He smiled and shrunk down the trunk. "Now, let's take all this back to the school with me," he said, taking the bags. "You go make your necessary calls. Go back through the Leaky Cauldron and there's a phone not a block away. When you're done, call out for Willow."
"She's off talking to a pretty young witch," Xander told him as he started to walk. "Thank you for putting up with me today."
"You're welcome," he said, smiling. It wasn't so bad. He looked at the salesman. "Sent them back today?"
"Yesterday," he said, looking away.
"I see." Dumbledore looked at him. "Next time, I'll send the list faster." He walked out, apparating back to the school.
Xander found the entry back to the Leaky Cauldron and used his brand-new wand to open it, smiling at his success. He pocketed it and walked in, planning on going straight through. Unfortunately, the inn was a bit dim and he was still having problems seeing from his good eye in the dark. He ran into someone, knocking them down. "Oh, sorry," he said, trying to help the guy up, but his hand was brushed off.
"Look where you're going," a voice hissed.
"I would, but I'm having trouble seeing in the dark with only one eye," Xander said dryly. "It's not my fault this time." He brushed the man off, but was swatted at. "Fine, just trying to be nice, cranky." He felt something against his foot and picked it up. "Oh, sorry about your stick and all." He grinned his most irritating grin. He hated people who picked on others for things they couldn't help. It wasn't like he could see in the dark. "It's cute, so tiny." He handed it back. "Excuse me, I have to call someone about my town's destruction. I'm hoping they'll still pay me for everything I lost, even though I helped." He pushed past the cranky asshole, noticing the blond hair in the light. What an odd looking man, what little he saw of him. He stopped at the bartender. "Is there a cellphone tower near here or should I try for the payphone?"
"Try out in the street, we're shielded," Tom the bartender told him with a smile. "Do you know who you ran into?"
"Someone cranky who blamed me because someone burst my eye?" Xander suggested. "I hate bullies." He smiled. "Thank you." He walked out and pulled out his cellphone. "Good old Sprint," he said fondly. "I'm going to have a hellacious phone bill. Hopefully State Farm pays for everything." He dialed the operator. "Hi, I need to be connected with the main State Farm branch in the US please." He leaned against the side of the building while she searched. "Yeah, claims. Thank you." He waited while he was connected. "Hi, I'm a policy holder and I barely got out of my town last week alive. Yes, I do live in Sunnydale," he said happily. "Is this going to be a problem? No, I was brought over to stay with relatives. Because not a month before I lost an eye and they never got around to putting in a replacement and I'm still weak and on pain meds. My friends thought it'd be best." He listened. "Alexander Harris." He laughed. "Second one on the list? Really?" He laughed again. "Cool. You're covering everything, right? No, but you guys do my medical as well. Yeah, that's me." He waited while she pulled up his record. "Really? I'm still cool even though I'm in Great Britain?" He kicked the wall. "You guys are so cool. Not at the moment, I don't know theirs and I'm in the city. Can I have a direct number to call you?" He pulled a pen out and wrote it on his hand, including the case number. "Thank you so much. Yeah, by tonight." He hung up and went back inside, smiling at the bartender as he walked over. "Okay, technical question. When Dumbledore said yell for Willow, would I be interrupting anything?"
The bartender laughed. "You probably would, depending on how long she took to do whatever she's doing upstairs. You can wait if you want."
"I don't have any cash on me," Xander admitted. "I'm getting some soon, my insurance agent is the best ever, but not until I can figure out how to have it sent to me." He frowned. "Okay, better technical question. I saw the bank, I have a muggle account. Can they do something about that?"
"Probably not," a deep voice said from behind him. He smiled at the boy. "Hi, Charlie, Ron's brother."
"Oh, hey, how is my buddy?" he said, shaking his hand. "I haven't seen Ron since he brought me home to meet your parents." Charlie's mouth opened. "He was assigned to watch over me."
"Oh, you are him then," he said, looking happier. Apparently he had wondered if there wasn't a tiny secret Ron wasn't telling him. "Is that what happened?" he asked, nodding at the eyepatch.
"Yeah, but I just got good news. My insurance will still cover it if it gets replaced over here. Plus, they're decided that paying us for our policies is still a good thing. Now all I have to do is find a bank to see if my bank account is still around and get it transferred for a while, and find an address."
"Well, banks are not hard to find. There's a nice one down the street. They might be able to help you with some of that." He looked over as someone bounced down the stairs. "Willow," he said, giving her a hug. "How are you?"
"Better now that I got one good kick in for his crack about me being emotional." She smiled at Xander. "Did you get anything?"
"Everything on the list, but it was more expensive than expected. The Headmaster had to come himself and help me." He grinned. "Did you do something to the insurance company?"
"No, Buffy said she did."
"You talked to Buffy and didn't tell me?" He knew he was pouting from the scowl on her face. "How is she?"
"Doing okay. Which bank had your account?"
"California Savings and Loan."
"Then it'll probably be easily transferred. How are you getting everything done?"
"I was going to ask about that tonight. I have the number written down," he said, showing her his hand.
"Tom, let him write it the normal way, the numbers are already blurring," Willow said pleasantly. A parchment scrap and quill were handed over and she watched as he copied it down. "What else did they say?"
"They said they'd still pay to replace my eye. All I have to do is find someone who'll bill them and they'll forward the records they got."
"Good. Anything else?"
"I need an addy for them to send the check to."
"I think we can arrange that," Willow said with a hand wave. "Anything else?"
"The Headmaster said you were supposed to get me back to the school."
"Cool. I could use a break to chat and the like. Charlie, going home?"
"Yeah, I'll be there for a few days. Talk at'ch later?" She nodded and grabbed Xander, taking off with him. He pocketed the number and shook his head. "That woman is nuts."
"Totally bonkers," Tom agreed with a smile. "Who's he?"
"That would have been Xander Harris, the one my brother was sent to watch. Something about him and the school getting on well." He shrugged at the choking noises from the corner. "Not a clue. I only heard that much. You'd have to ask Ron." He waved. "Speaking of, he was supposed to meet me here for lunch."
"He owled, they're running the staff meeting long again. Said he'd be over as soon as he could humanly escape." He grinned. "Whatcha want, Charlie?"
"Got any subs?"
"Sure. Turkey's fresh."
"Then go ahead and give me that with some fresh chips." He sat at the bar until he got his lunch, then went for a table in the corner until Ron ran in, late as usual.
***
Xander smiled as he walked into the school and the hall brightened for him. "Isn't this place great? A thousand years or more and it's still in perfect condition. You can even see some of the chip marks on the stairways where they carved the little figurines." He walked over to get another look. "Hey, they changed!" he said happily.
"They do that every now and then," Willow said patiently. "Xander, room?"
"Security section," he said, leading the way after giving it one last pat. He trailed his hand along every railing, and there seemed to be a lot more of them today for some reason. "Yarn," he told his kitten painting and it opened, showing his room. "Casa Xander," he said proudly.
"So I can tell." She looked at the nymphs. "Your idea?"
"It was already here."
"Last time I saw it, it was down in the Slytherin common room." She shrugged and sat on his bed. "So, give, what did you get for a wand?"
"Water dragon and yew," he said proudly as he showed it off. "Pretty, huh?"
"Very, and unusual," Willow agreed, looking at it. She looked at him. "If you mess up too badly, they'll snap it on you, Xander."
"But I'm trying to be good!" he said, flopping down onto the bed. "I did a spell earlier and cleaned up my mess at Ollivander's."
"Good. I'm sure he appreciated it," she said dryly, handing the wand back. "Can I leave you here without you getting upset?"
Someone knocked on the painting. "Come," Xander called. The painting opened. "Hi, Professor Dumbledore. She's worried that I'll mess up too much."
"Every student makes mistakes sometimes," he said, handing over everything Xander had bought. "There we are. Is there anything else you needed?"
"I'll need to get a physical address so the insurance guys can send my check," Xander told him. "I'll need to find a doctor to put in the fake eye. I'll eventually need to find a bank and get my old account transferred over here so I have some money and an account set up for big things."
"All that can be done in another trip, when you go to get clothes," he said with a smile. "Until then, would you like to start learning something?"
"Sure. Which class?"
"I was thinking Defense, since you're already strong in that area," he said, ignoring Willow's desperate headshake. "Shall we?"
"Okay." Xander gave Willow a hug. "I'll see you later."
"Have fun, and don't trip," Willow called after him. She shook her head. "He won't take well to that or creatures," she told herself, looking back at the painting. "Is he better to you than the slimy kids?" The nymphs nodded, rubbing their nipples, which looked bruised. "Then I'll leave you with him." She teleported back to the Weasley's, leaning on Molly's shoulder. "They're trying to get Xander into Defense classes," she moaned.
"I'm sure he'll be good at it."
"He'll run."
"Then I'm sure the Headmaster will help him out a lot until he's more comfortable doing things our way, Willow. Why don't you sit down, dear?"
"Okay." She sat down. "I've got to figure out how to get our bank accounts transferred over. If my bank had another branch." She summoned her laptop from upstairs and plugged it into her cellphone, using the 800 number she had for her internet service. "Hopefully it'll go well. If not, I'm going to go outside and torture the garden gnomes."
Molly laughed. "I'm sure they'll hide from you, Willow." She continued to cook, listening to the girl mutter. It must be hard starting over under such circumstances.
***
Xander looked at the little creature in the glass cage, then at the teacher. "Is it dangerous?"
"If it bites you, you might swell up a bit," the teacher offered. "Ready?" Xander shook his head. "Do you know a net spell?"
"I only started this stuff the other day," Xander pointed out miserably. "I don't like this idea."
"I know. You'll do fine. It's much less threatening than a vampire."
"Yeah, but they're easier to stake. I'm used to them. These little, fast things are creepy."
The teacher smiled. "Just relax. The net spell is a simple point and aim, and say Impedimentia. Got it?"
"Impedimentia," Xander repeated. "What about that whole nasty depth perception thing?"
"Then you can try again. I'll keep it from attacking you." He opened the cage and let the fairy out, watching as it headed right for the new student. Xander aimed, but his shot was far to the left. "Duck," he said quickly. He looked over and Xander was already out the door, crouched down but running. He shook his head and captured the fairy himself. "It's safe, you can come back now." When the boy didn't come back, he looked out into the hall, finding him gone. "Xander?" No answer so he shook his head and went to tell the Headmaster. He heard giggles and stopped in at Transfiguration, smiling when Xander was making some fabric dance. "You're supposed to be catching fairies," he pointed out.
"But I'm good at this," Xander told him. "Watch." He pointed his wand at the fabric and it shifted colors, then became solid. "See? Not quite what I wanted, but I'm good at it."
"I'm happy for you," Minerva said, smiling at the other teacher. "I'll help him in a few moments to catch the fairy."
The Defense teacher nodded. "That would be fine, I'll be getting some water." He walked away, shaking his head. For someone who fought the dark, he ran very well.
Xander trudged back into the Defense room about a half-hour later and found Snape waiting on him. "He gave up?" he asked hopefully.
"He said you ran from a fairy."
"It's little, it's got teeth, and it was humming something about how it was going to eat me."
"They all do that," Snape said patiently.
"Besides, I can't see it very well," he said, starting to sulk. "I can't catch it like this and if I can't catch it I can't fight it." He sat on a desk. "I'm thinking it's time for a new calling," he said quietly. He hated this feeling sorry for himself, but it wasn't like anyone had sat him down and helped him figure out how to compensate. He still hadn't figured out how to compensate for the normal walking things and kept bumping into corners. His old eye dominance problem was really bugging him and he didn't want to deal with it like this. This was like torture, probing the wound repeatedly.
"I can see how that would be helpful," Snape said with a faint sneer. "Perhaps annoyance to the Dark would be better? I saw your performance earlier. Tiny stick indeed."
Xander grinned. "I really couldn't see him at first, and when I could, he was a bully. I hate bullies. It'd be different if I could help that sort of thing, but I can't. Hello, one eye and I don't see well in the dark anymore."
"I understand. Calm down." He stood up. "By the way, thank you for removing that odoriferous man from my company. My afternoon was much more pleasant without him." He looked the boy over. "Wand out, let's try this again. I'll provide a slowing spell, let's see how you do with that."
"I'll try, but if it bites me, I'm leaving."
"Did it last time?"
"Within an inch of my nose."
"Then we'll slow it down considerably. Do you know what you're doing?" Xander nodded so Snape released the fairy, slowing it down as promised. He watched as the boy's aim went wide each time. "You're pulling to the left."
"Gee, what a shock," Xander said as he ducked. He swatted it, sending it into the wall. "Nasty little creature. Even worse than mosquitos. And they carry diseases."
Snape checked the fairy, then looked at the boy. "Aim your wand like you did your hand."
"My hand's wider."
"Then concentrate and use a wider beam for the wand."
"I'll try," Xander groaned, sitting on the table again. He watched as it was released, trying to shoot a wider beam. He barely hit the thing's foot, making it scream and hide. "Did I hurt it a lot?"
"No, not at all. It's a fussy creature who's been through this before. You hit it, that's the important thing." He patted his pocket and pulled out his pocket watch. "Would you like to try my area next?"
"Sure. It sounds like fun at least. Will I need anything that I bought? Oh, I got the jar in my stuff."
"I'll get some of it later and repay the Headmaster," he said calmly. "I will not allow you to bounce around my classroom so calm yourself again." Xander took a deep breath and he led the way down to his section of the castle. "How did you do in Transfiguration?"
"I changed fabric into a more solid wall of it, color changed it too," Xander said proudly. Snape nodded. "I nearly got it to be stone."
"Excellent work. Not many people get those lessons. It's as rare as excelling in my area." He opened the door and let the boy inside. "How badly do you measure?"
"I used to do okay," Xander told him. "I haven't had much chance to cook since I lost my eye. Will it make a difference?"
"Hopefully not. I use weights mostly."
"Okay. I'm good with those. I had to weigh out burgers every day, on and off, for over six months."
"Then you should do fine." He gathered the necessary ingredients for him to do something uncomplicated and harmless, putting them on the first desk. "I want you to measure out a quarter pound of each ingredient, then crush them." Xander nodded, looking at the scale. "I'll find you a weight set."
"I'm used to a digital one, but I guess that's out of the question?"
"It wouldn't work in here."
"Okay." Xander took the little gold weight and put it on one side, putting the first ingredient on the other until it looked like they balanced. "How's that?"
Snape came over to check. "It's a bit too heavy. The arrow should meet the blue line." Xander nodded and took one off, but it was too light. "Too heavy is better in this case," he allowed. He watched as that was dumped into the pedestal and ground. "You can do that together."
"They don't have to be done separately?"
"Not in this case."
"Okay." Xander quickly weighed out the rest of the ingredients, crushing them together. This is where strong arms became helpful. "Now what?"
"Now, you put them into the paper envelope on the table and we'll start adding it to your drink at dinner. It's your pain killer." Xander beamed and carefully scooped out the mixture into the envelope. "You are to use a small pinch each meal for the next five days."
"Thank you, Professor." He looked out of the corner of his eye, seeing the stunned look. "Did I do something wrong?"
"No, you did something right," Snape assured him quietly. "Take that to your room and we'll go to dinner right now."
"I won't need it?"
"There's some waiting on you, I made sure of it after your exciting day in town."
"Thank you." Xander gave him an impromptu hug and went back to his room to clean up for the meal.
%%%
Xander chuckled. "That's when he realized he was in trouble," he told himself, glancing back at the bed. The bear had been moved aside so got to his feet and trudged over, climbing back under the covers. He was touched and held gently. Severus never squeezed him. He knew it hurt him.
*** Four Weeks Later ***
Xander looked at the Charms teacher. "I'm really good enough to move on?"
"You're really good enough. You've mastered the basic charms and jinxes, plus their counters. I'd say you were ready to leave my careful teaching and move back to Minerva and Severus' tender mercies." He handed Xander a letter with a smile. "A note about your proficiency scores. You've done very well, Xander."
"Thank you," he said with a shy blush. Someone coughed behind him and he turned to look. "I'm okay to move on here," he said proudly, waving his letter.
Severus came in and took it, nodding at the score. "Most satisfactory," he agreed, handing it back. "You'll have to hold onto that so you can file the score. Are you ready for my lesson now?"
"Sure. Can I put this in my room first?"
"Of course. Meet me down there, Xander."
"Yes, sir." Xander walked out, heading for his room. He ran into Ron on the way, squealing as he hugged him tightly. "I passed Charms."
"Good on you!" Ron said happily, hugging him back. "How well?" Xander handed over the letter. "That's wonderful! I didn't get that high a score." He clapped Xander on the back. "You're marvelous, mate. Mum sent me. Your check's arrived." He nodded at the teacher walking up behind Xander. "Can I steal him for a few hours? His insurance money just arrived."
"If you must," Snape agreed. "Xander?"
"Can I come help again tonight?"
"If you wish. I'll be doing challenging things at least."
"Cool. Let me put this up." Xander jogged down to his room and came back to join the others, breaking into their staring contest. "Guess what McGonagall taught me," he told Ron. "A visualization spell like you used to watch Buffy."
"Even better," Ron agreed, taking his arm. "I'll have him back in a few hours. Home, bank, then maybe to get him some clothes." He smiled. "How is he doing, Professor Snape? Willow wanted to know."
"He's abysmal in Defense, refuses to go to Care of Magical Creatures. Managed to perturb Sprout by over watering a whole tray of seedlings. He's excellent in Transfiguration, showing promise in Potions, and has just passed Charms."
"Wow." Ron looked at Xander. "I'm impressed. How did you overwater a whole tray?" he asked as he led Xander away. "Thank you."
"Later tonight, Mr. Harris," Snape called after him.
"I will." Xander looked at his friend. "I sneezed while I was watering and a lot more than I wanted flowed out. She's forgiven me, but I still do only marginally in there. But hey, I knew I wasn't meant to be a gardener."
Ron laughed. "No, probably not. Not with those marks. Construction would take what you're good in though." He sent them through the floo in tandem, landing back at the house. "Mum, we're here," he called.
Molly bustled out of the back yard, giving them both hugs. "Xander, you're looking well," she praised. "How are your studies going?"
"He just finished charms," Ron said proudly. "Snape gave him a compliment."
"Well." She gave him an extra hug. "You're such a good boy." She led him into the dining room, where an envelope was waiting on him. "It came just a few hours ago. That Postal man was very nice, but a tad bit confused. He's never had to be here before." She watched as he opened it and his face fell. "Not as much as you expected?"
"I guess they paid off my car for me," he said, showing it to her. The next sheet had an accounting and he smiled. "Yeah, they paid off all those nasty remaining debts. This is what's left I guess." He looked at Ron. "You were promising me a trip to a bank?"
"The account Willow set up for you is just outside Diagon. We'll head there first, then you can get it changed over."
"But won't I need it to get clothes?"
"Yeah, but you can wear what we do."
"But I'll look silly."
"Not necessarily," Molly assured him. "Ron, help him find some real clothes. Are you coming back for dinner?"
"Professor Snape has him in detention," Ron said glumly.
"Nah-uh, I'm helping him work on something as part of my training. He thinks I'm doing really well for a duffer." He stood up. "Is there a Walmart over here?"
"Nope, but there's cheap places all around," Ron assured him. "Come on, Xander, let's go." He watched as he picked up the envelope. "Records?"
"Checking." Xander pulled out another check, this time a personal one. "What's this? From the construction company? Oh, severance pay I bet," he sighed, tucking it into his pocket as well. He gave Molly another hug and a kiss, then followed Ron back to the fireplace. "Let's go." He let Ron take him through the floo again, this time landing at the Leaky. "Hi, Tom," he called, waving. "Hey, Ron, I need to stop in and see the doctor to get some test results as well. I was supposed to get them last week but I can't get a signal at the school."
"Sure," Ron said happily. "What are they going to put in?"
"A fake eyeball. Nothing special. Some colored glass painted to look like my real one. They're worried because my bloodwork said I have an infection and they don't know where." He followed his buddy out of the tavern and onto the street. "Which way was it again?"
"Right." Ron led the way, letting Xander set the pace. "How are your studies really going?" he asked.
"Good enough. Everyone's been very understanding where I won't go near a creature of my own free will. Did you know flobberworms have teeth?" Ron shook his head. "Neither did I until one bit my finger." He showed off the small scar. "It hurt too. They look mushy, but that's all muscle." He pointed at the bank in front of them. "There?"
"There," Ron agreed, leading him inside. He watched as Xander added one check to the account and got the other cashed. "Ready?"
"Ready." Xander followed Ron out. "I need jeans and shirts mostly, and some underwear, these are getting kind of thin."
"You're sure you won't go shopping where the rest of us do?"
"Willow looks good in robes, I'm going to look silly. I don't want people to laugh at me more."
"Good point." Ron pointed to the left. "Back past the Leaky is a second hand shop. Want to try there first?"
"Yeah, that'd be nice," Xander agreed, following him back that way. He smiled at the bin of jeans, digging through to find good sets in his size. He came out of there with four new pairs of jeans and six shirts, plus a winter coat. Next, Ron drug him to a smaller, more exclusive shop that was having an underwear sale. They were shutting down and it was nearby as well. He shamelessly blew sixty pounds in there, then agreed to let Ron drag him down to the robe shop to at least look in there. He found something he liked, but it was way too expensive for his tastes. Ron pressed and nagged until he had spent the last of his spending money on the robe, then let him go back to the school. "Why do I let you talk me into these things?" he asked as they came out of the floo.
"Because you know I'm right. You've got to start dressing like us sometimes," Ron teased. "Otherwise people will think that you're a muggle still."
"I am mostly," Xander admitted. "There's lots of things I do the normal way. I'm not like Willow."
"Thankfully," Ron snorted. "She may be powerful, but she's scary. You're calmer, easier to get along with. I'll take you over Willow any day. Now let's go back to your room so you can change and I'll assure mum I made you buy a robe."
"I still say it's too fancy," Xander reminded him. "Why do I need to wear dark blue? I could have worn black."
"You'll look gothic in it," Ron told him. "Like Snape does."
"Yeah, but he makes it work, I don't. I can't even wear a long jacket without looking dorky." Xander let them into his room and tossed the bags onto his bed. "I forgot socks," he groaned.
"Mum's giving you some for your birthday in a few weeks," Ron said with a grin.
"Okay, I can handle that." Xander went into the bathroom to change into his new clothes, coming out in a red outfit with the blue robe. "Okay?" he asked at the look.
"You look like a party favor. Wear something that compliments it, Xander."
"I hate clothes," Xander said, tossing the robe onto the bed. "I suck at the whole dressing myself thing, I always have and I always will." Someone knocked. "Enter?" Snape walked in. "Can you please tell him I suck at clothes?"
"I haven't seen you in anything outside of that single outfit," Snape reminded him. "The Headmaster received a letter for you," he said, handing it over.
"Good or bad news?" Xander asked as he sat down. Ron made a noise so he let him have the robe to hang up for him. He opened it and hissed. "Well, that's certainly bad news." He showed it to Ron. "Willow's sick."
"I just saw her," Ron said, reading it. He shook his head. "I'd better tell mum. We're officially watching out for her. I'm sure someone's told the rest of the family." He waved and jogged out, leaving them alone.
Xander smiled at the older man. "Thank you."
"You're welcome." He looked at the pile of clothes. "No socks?"
"I forgot," Xander admitted. "Hence my current rant about not being able to dress myself."
"You did well enough with that shirt."
"All Ron. I only found the right size and let him pick from what I pulled out." He got comfortable. "What are we working on tonight?" He groaned. "I forgot the stupid test results again." He banged a fist on his head. "I feel like I'm mentally incapable of doing anything today."
"That would probably be from the fever," Snape told him, stepping closer. "Madam Pomfrey requested a copy of it for our records here. They were most kind, but she threw a fit when she saw them. How long have you been ill?"
"I'm not really ill. They don't know what's infected."
"Then tonight you're going to be subjected to every test known to mediwitches until she finds it for you." He pulled the boy up. "Come along. Supper will be brought up for you." Xander followed him. "Why didn't you buy black? It goes with everything."
"Ron made me buy the blue one, said I looked gothic in black." He shrugged. "He wouldn't let me buy a black shirt either. The only black things I was allowed to get were underwear." He smiled at the coughing noise. "Sorry. There was a sale and my size had that left."
"Most people around here seem to wear white," Snape agreed, then he shook his head.
"I know, I drug you into my mental farts again, I'm sorry," Xander said, but he sounded happier. He walked into the infirmary. "No needles?" he begged as cutely as possible.
"That's barbaric, I wouldn't have to use any at all," the nurse assured him. "Hop up onto the table, Xander." He did so. "Let's start with taking the normal amount of blood and then we'll move on from there." She attached a small dot to his arm and a vial to that dot. It filled and she handed them off to Severus. "There you go, if you wouldn't mind?" she asked with a smile.
"Of course. I find it odd that we didn't notice."
"It's probably in his head," she assured him. "Xander, please take off the eyepatch."
"Only if you cover the windows and the mirror across from me."
"I've seen worse," she assured him.
"Yeah, but I don't want to see it," he pointed out.
"Fine." She pulled the curtains and covered the mirror. "There, now off with it, and your shirt if you wouldn't mind." He took off his shirt first, putting it behind him on the bed, then his eyepatch, handing it to Snape since he was still standing there. She ran her wand across his face, frowning. "I think you've gotten some dead tissue that wasn't removed," she told him, stepping closer. He flinched and she tutted. "Would you like knocked out, Xander?"
"Yes, please. I hate this stuff."
"That's fine, I'll knock you out now. Would you like Severus to stay?" He nodded, lips pressed tightly together. She cast the charm that knocked him out, watching as he fell backwards. "There we are," she said, sounding pleased with herself. "They'll have to do something about this before they put in the glass eye."
"Is he not eligible for the type that Moody had?" Severus asked.
She looked startled. "He might be. I'll have to make a call and check. Would his insurance pay us is the better question."
"If we can provide them with forms they should," he said with a shrug. "I'll be right back." He stepped away and Xander flipped off the bed, crouching in a corner. "Bed," he ordered. Xander whimpered. "Now." When the boy didn't move, he put down the vials and put him back on the bed, but ended up trapped.
"He's insecure, Severus," she said gently. "Just for a few moments while I look at his eye." She leaned down, opening the lid, and hissed. "That is rather nasty." She looked at him. "I'm going to have to refer him to a specialist. There's no way I can clean that out here."
"Was this lack of proper care?" he asked.
She picked up a q-tip and swabbed the underside of his lid, coming out with something that looked like soot. "I'd say it hasn't been rinsed in a while." She frowned down at him. "Yes, we're going to have to refer him. Let me call the hospital and see if they've got someone who can work on him now and check on that insurance thing." She hurried off to use the floo in her office, leaving him trapped.
Severus tapped his foot while he waited, being held in place was not usual for him. At least not without restraints and ill intent. When the Headmaster came in, he shook his head. "The boy's got gunk in there."
"That's usually a bad thing if I remember all the trouble Moody went to. Is that a new outfit?"
"Weasley took him shopping since Xander got some of his insurance money today." He looked over as the nurse came out beaming. "Good news?"
"Excellent news. Not only is he eligible for an eye like Moody's, he's eligible for the newer model, which doesn't see behind him, but does help with measures and the like." Snape looked impressed. "They'll have to talk to his insurance people since it's not exactly a prototype, but close and they don't like experimental methods usually. They said they can put it in tonight if we'll send him over."
"Excellent," Dumbledore said. "Do you need anything from me?"
"Not at the moment, Albus. I think he should be much happier tomorrow."
"Will they teach him how to use it?" Snape asked. "One of his biggest complaints is that no one's helped him adjust to his new state."
"They should have done some physical therapy before they left the hospital," she said warmly. Snape gave her a look. "Never mind, they probably got caught up in the battle or never told him." She bundled his chart together. "They're coming for him in a moment so you'll have to extricate yourself."
"I noticed he seemed to like you."
"He feels safe with him," Madam Pomfrey reported. "For some reason, he likes him and Minerva more than anyone."
"It's his nature, he's more comfortable around those who have fought as hard as he has," Dumbledore told her.
"It's more like we explain things to him and don't treat him like he's deficient," Snape pointed out. "That and we tend to encourage the boy to go for what he's good at."
"Good point." Dumbledore smiled at him. "I heard he was doing very well in your area. How are you going to deal with him once school's started?"
"I don't know," Snape admitted. "Make him my helper perhaps? Do his lessons long distance?"
"He's not qualified to move on yet," Dumbledore said as two men walked in. "You're here from the hospital?" They nodded and bundled up Xander, using a portkey to take him away. "Hopefully this will help him move faster and we'll be able to get him into the other lessons."
"I should think he'd be able to test out of Defense," Madam Pomfrey told him.
"He doesn't like to hurt the creatures and his lack of depth perception is hindering him from the bigger things," Snape told her. "Magical Creatures is one where he won't even go."
"He did warn us," Dumbledore said lightly. "Come along, we'll see him tomorrow."
Snape took the blood down with him to search for a better antibiotic. What they had been giving him hadn't been working. It was an odd case.
***
Xander woke up and saw with slightly blurrier than normal sight. "What's going on?" he asked the person hovering over him.
"Good, you're awake," she said happily. "I'm Healer Kinders. You were sent in because your eye was replaced, after we cleaned out that nasty hole those Americans left." She helped Xander sit up. "How do you feel?"
"Better than the last time I was in the hospital," he admitted groggily. He touched his face, feeling the bandage. "I have a glass eye?"
She laughed. "Well, something like that. We put in a *magic* one," she said delightedly. "In a few days we'll be taking off the bandages and then we'll see how bad it can be." She checked him over with her wand. "Perfectly normal," she told him.
He stopped her from moving. "What's so magic about this one?"
She pulled a chair over. "Your new eye will have a measurement feature that will allow you to gauge where your opponent is, or even a wall. It can't see behind you like the deluxe model, but it will act and seem like you have two eyes again. You should integrate well enough once we give you training."
"I was supposed to get training?" he asked.
"No one gave you any physical therapy after you got injured?" He shook his head. "That's just criminal! Any healer, or even muggle doctor, should have known better than to let you out on your own like this! How did you drive and all that other stuff?"
"Very slowly," he told her. She giggled, snorting a bit. "How long was I out?"
"Just a few hours, Mr. Harris. You'll be up and about in no time and your friends can come visit you tomorrow. We've already had someone call to check on times so you rest and relax." She stood up. "Did you need anything?"
"No, for once I'm not thirsty after coming out of surgery."
"I've heard that anesthesia can be rough on a system. You relax, our ways are much more gentle."
"What about the insurance stuff?"
"We've already sent over forms and they decided that this way was cheaper so they're not fighting the special provisions we've laid out." She left him alone, going to check on the others. As she walked past a while later, she called out, "You rest, Xander."
"Yes, ma'am," he called back, closing his good eye. "Wow." He touched the bandage again. "I'm going to be able to see." He got comfortable. "Not that it'll make much difference in my fighting ability. The old eye dominance thing might come back." He yawned. "I'll have to ask them about that when they do that therapy stuff. Hope I don't have to talk about my family." He slowly drifted off, thinking happy thoughts.
###
Xander woke up and found an unexpected visitor sitting beside him. "Professor McGonagall," he said, giving her a sleepy smile. "Is it morning?"
"Mid-morning," she agreed. She helped him sit up. "I'm the first of many people you'll be seeing today, but I have some rather bad news." Xander's happy expression fell. "Willow's a bit worse off than we thought. They're keeping her over there in Cleveland for a while longer. Ron's with her."
"Okay. I can wait to show him." He touched the bandage but it wasn't there. "They took it off and put on a patch?"
"Yours. There's a bandage under it but you started to rub it in your sleep." She gave him her best motherly look. "We'll get you straightened out soon enough and then you can come back and finish up in my section."
"Already?"
"Yes, you've done all the basic work." She smiled and handed over a book. "I took the liberty of checking something out for you. I think this will help you further your future working on places like the school."
Xander looked at the book, Magical Carpentry For Advanced Students, and beamed. "I'm an advanced student?"
"I'd say so. You seem to get the basics fairly rapidly as long as you've run against them before." She kissed his cheek. "You rest and someone will be up again in a bit." She stood up. "They're saying you'll be home within a few days." He nodded. "Then you behave and no hitting on the pretty nurses."
Xander shook his head. "I'm tired of women after my last one. Ron was right, she broke me." McGonagall laughed. "Ask me about her some time when I'm not in a happy mood and I'll tell you *all* about Anya and her amazing problems." He smiled, watching as she left. "That was very nice of her." He flipped open the book, smiling at the first section that told you how to become a carpenter for the Magical world.
###
Ron walked in and Xander grinned at him. "Not that great of news," he admitted as he sat down. "Willow's hurt worse than we thought."
"What happened?" Xander carefully put his book aside and shifted so he was sitting up again. "Anything I can do to help?"
Ron grinned. "Nah, small battle wound. Buffy needed help to close that hellmouth quickly and Willow got some drain off it. Knocked her for a loop, but only that. She'll be fine with some rest."
"Oh, good," he said, smiling again. "I won't be upset if she doesn't come see me."
"That's what she wanted you to know. She'll see you in a few days, when you get back."
"They said I'm going to have someone actually teach me how to deal with this new eye thing, unlike last time," Xander said happily. "And look what McGonagall gave me," he said, pointing at the book.
"Great gift," he agreed, grinning again. "Have you seen out of it yet?"
"Nope, not yet. They said I'll have some measurements added to mine."
"Wicked. The only one I've seen could see behind him."
"That would be wonderful," Xander agreed. He held his forehead. "I'm going to slide back down, but you're staying."
"Wouldn't dream of moving," Ron agreed, leaning closer.
###
Xander looked up as two monkey-looking men walked into his section of the ward. "More tests?" he asked. They were dressed like orderlies, it was a valid assumption. It stayed a valid assumption for him until he saw the wands appear. "Nurse!" he yelled, but he was quickly shut up and taken away. He found himself in a dark dungeon and sighed. "Why me?" he asked the goons as they strapped him to a wall. "I have to be lying down or my head starts to spin and then I'll puke on your boss," he tried.
"Shut up," a cold voice said. A blue light followed it, then laughter chased as the screaming started. "Much better."
###
The nurse rang her hands as the men looked down at her. "I don't know where he went," she said, nearly crying. "All I know is that I saw some orderlies and then he screamed for us." She hiccuped, evidence of her earlier tears. "He's such a nice boy, very polite and he tries so hard to make less work for us. The head nurse had to reprimand him for not allowing us to do our jobs because he was trying to save us from having to work so much." She looked at the men walking in. "Mr. Weasley, I'm sorry. I thought they were orderlies," she told Ron.
"I know, it's all right," he soothed. "Can you describe them?"
She shrugged. "They were large, muscular. One had no hair. One had that fine brown hair that made him look like an overgrown infant. They were dressed as orderlies," she said miserably.
"It's enough," he assured her. "We think we know what's going on. You're going to go back to your patients after I find out what properties his eye has."
She nodded and handed over the list she had made for Xander earlier. "He was supposed to start his therapy tomorrow so we had all the stuff in his chart." She looked at the Law Enforcement officers. "I would have questioned them but I didn't know."
"It's often like that in kidnaping cases," Ron said calmly. "Go on and check on everyone else." She nodded and hurried away. He snatched the report from the officer's hands, reading it quickly. He looked at them. "I need you to do two things," he said, showing them his badge. "I need you to tell my father about this incident and I need you to tell Headmaster Dumbledore. Got it?" They nodded. "Good. Go now." They hurried off. Ron sighed and headed back to his office to wait. Someone wanted him. They had come for Willow while she was sick as well, but she had fought them off. Now the question became to tell her or not to tell her. "She'll freak," he decided. "Father will be watching her." He headed back through the floo, coming out in the Ministry's lobby. He hurried to his office, going to tell his boss. This was going to be messy.
###
Xander took a few deep breaths as the pain started to fade again. He wasn't sure how long he had been down here, but his skin was on fire and his body was still tingling as the pain faded. "That is so worse than the normal 'asleep' feelings I get," he told himself. He took another deep breath and let it out. "No more pain," he told his body. "You can ignore this. It's not worse than sleeping on that old couch in the basement." His body gave up and settled for feeling like it had been struck by lightening. He took another deep breath and focused on the room around him. A younger man was arguing in the shadows with the older one who had zapped him earlier.
"You idiot, they'll know it was you," the younger said scornfully. "You'll be arrested anyway."
"You are expendable. I'd watch your mouth. Being an adult does not make you worthwhile to me. The Dark Lord wanted that *witch* and Weasley punished. He will get them both here."
The younger voice snorted. "I'm sure, along with all of Weasley's friends, relatives, and coworkers." There was the sound of fabric moving. "I wouldn't. If you kill me, you'll have to have a new heir and I'd hate to see what this one turned out like," he said coldly. "That is, if you make it to the time it's born. Which I doubt. It's a wonder all of us haven't died because of you." The sound of footsteps walking away alerted Xander that his captor was now free to focus on him again.
The man walked out of the shadows, showing the hair that Xander recognized from the tavern. "Gee, it's the guy with the tiny, itty, bitty wand," Xander said scornfully. "What now? You rape me? I'm stronger than you think," he scoffed. "You're not going to be able to break me and stronger people have failed to kill me." His bandage was ripped off and he winced as the tape pulled the little hairs on his face free. "Thank you, I was wondering what the world looked like with this eye." He glanced around. He could see a small measurement at the bottom right of his sight. There was a heat reading above it. He frowned. "Why do I have that?" he asked himself. "That's not necessary. I don't need heat readings. I'm not going to be defusing bombs or something."
"You are an annoying creature, muggle," the blond man said with great distaste dripping from his voice. "You should be eliminated."
Xander focused on him again. "What makes you think you can do what six Master vampires couldn't? Or for that matter, most of the minions of Hell? I'm not breaking for you or crying. Get over yourself, blondie. I know tougher women."
"Crucio."
Xander gritted his teeth as the pain started again, breathing through his nose as it grew with each second. He willed himself not to scream. He kept that for nearly ten minutes, then moaned, twisting in the chains. "Have....to....rem...ember...this...for...later," he gasped. "Good...for... minions." He stared at the man then headbutted him. "Bastard."
The blond man raised his wand, casting it a second time, making Xander scream as the pain surged through him even worse.
"Can't you at least shut the door when you torture mudbloods?" the younger voice called. "I'm trying to have sex up here." The door slammed.
Lucius Malfoy looked toward the stairs. "I'll have to remember that," he said snidely, then he smiled at his victim. "Anytime you want that to end, all you have to do is call out for your little *witch*."
Xander shook his head. "No!" He struggled, but he was still in the waves of pain so the chains didn't do more than rattle.
Lucius stepped back, cleaning his nails with a knife from his pocket. "I'm sure you'll change your mind eventually. You won't die until you do."
Xander glared at him. "Or you do," he said in a clear spot. The pain attacked him again, making him howl, but he wasn't going to call out for her. He wouldn't put her or Ron in danger! Slayerettes didn't turn on each other that way.
*** Two Days Later ***
Ron looked at his father, who shook his head. "I'm starting to worry, dad."
"Me too, son," he said, giving him a pat on the hand. "We'll be fine. He's got to be safe or we'd have found his body by now," he said quietly.
Willow looked down the table. "Another attack?"
"Someone taken from the hospital," Ron told her. He looked at his father, who shook his head. "We have...."
"No, Ron, it's not important who at the moment."
"It could be! You don't know what he's going through!"
"If I could have something of his, I could try to locate him," Willow offered. "I do have a locating spell."
"It's not necessary, we're waiting on the kidnapers, Willow," Arthur said firmly. "You still need to rest."
"Yeah, but it's not that hard to cast. All I need is a map and something."
"I'm sure it will be solved soon enough," Molly assured her, looking at her husband. He shook his head and she pursed her lips. "More steak, dear?"
"No, thank you, Molly," Arthur said, smiling at her. "It will be fine. We'll find them."
"I'd rather know now and be doing something," Ron said bitterly. "I hate this."
"I know, son, but we'll get them."
Ron looked at him. "And what about their *victim*, father?" he asked coldly. Bill dropped his fork. He looked at Willow. "They have Xander. They took him from the hospital two days ago."
She frowned. "Why didn't you tell me!" she shouted. "I can find him, no matter what!" She stood up but Arthur froze her.
"Willow, they want you as well. We're trying to protect you," Arthur told her. "Calm yourself."
"You don't know what they could be doing to him," Willow pointed out. "They could be torturing him or killing him. I don't desert my friends, Arthur, and I never will. If he needs me, I'm going to find him." She broke free of his hold. "Even if they've only got him chained up, he's only been out of surgery for a few weeks and they said he had an infection in the socket. He doesn't need to be chained up somewhere dank!" She went up to her room and came down with a small box. "Ron, help please." He nodded and hurried to help her. "I'm going to do a visualization spell and I know you know how. Take that side." He sat down and took her hands, looking down at the lock of hair. "Concentrate." He closed his eyes as she did and she searched for the magic bit in her that she had always connected with Xander. A small picture formed in her mind, but it wasn't clear.
Ron squeezed her hands. "Look up," he said quietly. She opened her eyes. "Where is that?"
"I don't know, why is he hanging like that?" she muttered. She looked at him. "Can you expand on the room in general?" The picture pulled back but there was only shadows. "Fine, we'll do it my way," she said, touching the deep well within her. The picture flared to light. "Malfoy," she said, her voice dripping with ice. She looked over her shoulder. "Enough proof for you?" They dropped the spell and each other's hands. "Ron, can you be a sweetie and get me my dagger? I have a perfect place to put it," she said as she stood up. "Let me change." She hurried up to her room, the same as Ron did.
He had her weapons safely under his bed. By the time he got downstairs in his official robe, his father was dressed as well. He handed her the dagger. "Let me call in. Get us some help. He'll need it." He went to the fireplace and called his boss at home. "We found him. Rosenberg saw it."
His bosses' head floated in the fireplace. "Where?"
"Malfoy."
"Wonderful," he said with a cold smile. "How many do you need?"
"He looked wiped. Get someone to sort Xander out and some backup. She and I are going in first."
"That's fine. Don't take your father, he'll only nag at the bastard." The connection died and Ron smiled at everyone.
"Ready to go?" Willow nodded. "Can you teleport in?"
"I can always find Xander, he's my buddy," she told him, taking his hand to bring him with her. They landed on the doorstep, looking at the wooden portal. Behind them were some popping noises and two more aurors and a mediwitch walked up to them. "Time to play?"
"Go for it," Ron said, blowing the door in. They walked in, finding the younger Malfoy sitting reading on a couch. He grabbed him and forced his head back at a painful angle. "Where is he?" he sneered.
"He's father's pet, not mine," Draco sneered back. "Try the basement, that's where he keeps most of his toys." Ron shoved him, making him hit the floor. "You'll pay for that."
"Not as much as you will if he's not in perfect condition," Ron told him, heading after Willow. The other aurors would make sure he got his. The door to the basement blew in with an impressive noise, much better than he had done with the front door. They walked down the stairs and found Lucius on the floor and Xander facing the wall now. "Xander?" Ron asked, stepping closer. He touched the man's arm, making him scream in what sounded like pain instead of terror. "Take his wand intact," he ordered coldly. "Medic?" She ran down and they got Xander onto the stretcher. Ron had to tamp down his temper at the moans and whimpers of pain the man was giving out. "Take him now," he ordered. He clapped the cuffs on Malfoy senior and walked him up the stairs. "Why isn't he in custody?"
"He didn't have anything to do with it," one of the aurors said bitterly. "We'll get him some other day, Ron. He'll mess up."
Ron looked at Draco. "Yes, he will," he said with perfect certainty. "I'll be there waiting when he does." He followed the stretcher out, releasing his prisoner to his boss' hands. "I'm going to the hospital to guard Xander. Willow?"
"Left with him. I have Malfoy's wand."
Ron stepped closer to Lucius. "Now that you have us, what are you going to do with us?" he sneered. "Cry?" He backed off. "Xander's under the Cruitus. He's still under it I should say." Lucius laughed. "If he's hurt, your whole family will pay, Malfoy, including your precious heir." He apparated to the hospital, joining Willow and his father. He glared at the older man, making him flinch. "If you had let me tell her yesterday, we might not be here," he reminded his father. "If he dies, I'm not forgiving you." He walked away, going to check with the nurse. "Has the curse been ended?"
She smiled. "It has and the report was already sent to your office, Auror Weasley. Please sit down in the waiting area and we'll come for you."
"Fat chance," he told her. Her face hardened. "Not only was I supposed to watch out for him, he's my best friend."
"He was taken to surgery. His new eye was fused in his head," she told him. "It will be a few hours at the most. Go fume in there."
"Fine. I want to know the second he's out."
"Fine. I'll make a note that you're guarding him," she agreed, nodding. "Go rant in the waiting area please."
He nodded, heading back there. As soon as he saw Willow, he pulled her closer. "He'll be fine. He's a strong man to have lived so long."
"I know, but this waiting sucks. Now I know why he hates it," she said quietly. She looked at Arthur. "You should have told me." She let Ron go. "Where is he?"
"Surgery, they think his eye's gone bad now." She shuddered. "They'll fix it, Willow."
"I want to be there at Malfoy's trial."
"You and me both," he agreed, smiling at her. "Why don't you tell the Headmaster that we've got him so he can come wait with us?" She nodded and took off for the school. He looked at his waiting family.
"I thought it was for the best," Arthur told him. "I didn't mean for him to get hurt and if I had known who had him I would have gone myself, Ron. I like the boy, he's very strong."
"He'd better stay that way," Ron told him, sitting on the other side of the room. His mother looked at him. "What would you do, mum?"
"I'd beat him about the head personally," she said with a faint smile. "Would you like my purse?"
"No, I'll take one of the twin's bats to him if Xander's hurt worse." He stared at the wall until a nurse walked in. "For us?"
"He's going to be fine," she told him. "The eye is permanently fused, but there doesn't appear to be anything outside the normal damage."
"And the consequences?" Arthur asked.
Ron looked at him. "Long term nerve damage, including dying or hyper-sensitivity. If he was under it for most of the two days, there's going to be problems with his mind as well, the scrambling of the neurons and the like. If he's been under a double dose, then there's the chance he'll end up like Neville's parents. They only went under for six hours or so." His father shuddered. Ron looked at the nurse. "Can you tell which way yet? I can't say he's a stranger to torture probably, but this has to be worse."
"We did a general nerve conductivity test, and he failed it," she said sadly, giving him a small 'sorry' look. "It looks like he may have some paralysis."
"Meaning he was under a double strength curse most of the two days," Ron finished. She nodded. "How soon before we know?"
"Maybe a week? I know we have his forms on record, but the call over to his agency said that they won't pay for hate crimes. Would you like to help us convince them? Our own billing people don't understand their insurance person at all. It's very confusing and I know your family deals with muggle ideas all the time."
Ron shrugged. "Ask my mother, she's great with politicians and bureaucrats." Molly shook her head. "Please, mum, otherwise he'll have to pay for it."
She stood up. "Fine, I'll help get around them. If not, Malfoy can be made to pay for all of it." Ron shrugged. "You don't want him to?"
"Oh, I want him to pay," Ron told her, his eyes narrowing again. "As a matter of fact, I'm thinking it's now a crusade to make it so." His mother kissed him on the cheek. "I'll be with him when you're done." She walked away with the nurse. Ron looked at his father. Then he shook his head and went to bug the reception nurse to see where he was going to be.
###
Xander woke up and the pain was still flowing over him. He moved and tried to rub the pain out, then realized he was free. He looked around, but he wasn't sure where he was and everything was blurry. He slid from the bed, clutching the frame as he hobbled forward.
"Xander," Ron called from the other side of the private room. He moved closer. "Xander?" Xander growled. "Shh, it's me, it's Ron, you're safe," he assured him, stepping closer, one hand out. "Come back to bed and I'll get you some pain medicine."
Xander growled and pounced, knocking him to the floor. He pounded the head on the floor and got back up, hobbling to the door to peek out it. He saw robes and people, but his mind saw them all as enemies. He slid around, moving down the hall away from the people.
"Xander!" Dumbledore called. "Xander, calm down, you're free," he said quickly, hurrying toward him.
Xander pressed himself against the wall and growled again. "Bad!" He batted at the hand. "Bad!"
"Back away from him!" Snape thundered, moving closer. "Back away and leave us." He waited until everyone had backed off and looked at Xander. "I know," he said quietly. "The pain is bad, it will recede." Xander glared at him, but didn't move. "I can help you," he said, shifting closer. "I have something to make it all better. We'll give it to you if you calm down."
"Evil," Xander growled.
"I know, they were. They're gone." He stepped closer, hands in plain sight. "I want to help. If you let me, I will take that pain away." Xander whimpered and started to relax, but then someone down the hall on their other side moved and he shifted. That's when he was caught and held against the warm chest. "I have you, Xander. Listen to my voice. You know me. I'm safe for you to relax around." Xander clutched at the robe and nodded. "Calm down. We'll go back to the bed and I'll give you something for the pain." He walked the boy back into his room, looking down at the unconscious man. "I wish someone had done that in his fifth year," he said, then he smiled. "Nice job." Xander growled. "I know. Settle back into the bed." He tucked him in and walked to the door. "Pain medicine?" It was handed to him and he walked it back to the man. "It's safe," he promised, putting some of his fingertip and tasting it. "See?" He held it out and Xander snatched it, swallowing it. "Good boy. You rest, I'll be here." Xander shook his head. "The evil man was captured and everything will be fine." Xander was forced to relax by the medicine. It made him limp and smiling. Snape tucked him in and looked at the door. "You may enter." The healer came in with a nurse, taking Ron out of the room. "Was that pain medicine?"
"It was, with a touch of something to calm him down," the nurse told him. She checked him over and nodded. "I think it will be fine. His mind should come back soon."
"As long as it does," Snape told her, glaring down at the diminutive woman. "Do we know why he went animal?"
"Prior possession," Willow said as she walked in. "Ron's fine. Knocked silly." She looked down at the man on the bed, then at Snape. "I have to watch the trial and testify. You're taking care of him." Snape opened his mouth and she raised a hand, thumping him against the ceiling. "I'm leaving my best friend since we were five in your hands. You will take care of him until he is better or until Ron and I are able to. If you argue, I'll compel you to do it anyway. Your choice."
He nodded and was let down gently. "Do you want him to come back to the school?"
"I think it'd be best," she agreed. She looked at the nurse. "How long?"
"If he breaks this part, as soon as he's stable. If he doesn't break this animal behavior, he can't leave. He'll be too dangerous."
Willow glared at her. "The man was possessed by a hyena! Of course he went animal. Be thankful *anyone* got through to him. Now, how long do I have to leave him in someone else's care?" she demanded at the top of her lungs.
The healer looked at her. "Probably a few days if we can break this stage. If we can't, then he'll have to find a suitable situation where someone can take care of him all the time." She straightened up. "How do we break this?"
"I don't know, it's a crapshoot," Willow admitted. "We're not sure if anything remained. He always said that it was gone from him." She looked down at Xander. "Leave us alone for a few minutes. Let me see if I can break through to his human side." They left and she sat beside Xander, running a hand over his face. "Xan?" He blinked at her. "Xander?" He blinked again. "It's Willow. Will you come out and play with me?" she asked with a sad smile. His hand moved and she took it to squeeze. "If you're in there, you have to come to the fore again. Otherwise, they'll keep you in here forever." He slowly shook his head. "Can you speak?"
"Hate this," he slurred.
"Good boy." She kissed his cheek. "I'm going to leave you with Professor Snape." Xander whined. "I know, but I'm going to be busy putting the guy who did this to you in prison and see him dead. Can you wait that long?"
"Huuuugggg?"
"Sure." She gave him a gentle hug, but eased off it when he moaned. "I'm sorry." She settled him into the bed. "You behave for Severus. Treat him like you would me." Xander blinked again. "Good boy. You behave and I'll get you chocolate frogs." He smiled. "Good boy." She left, going out to talk to Snape. "He'll be fine. He's back in control again. The pain was what drove him off the edge." She moved him to a more private part of the hall. "You can't leave him alone. He'll have nightmares and won't admit it. He'll stop sleeping. He'll stop eating. He'll need to be held and he'll need to sleep. That's your job."
Snape nodded. "I'll make arrangements." She smiled. "Anything else?"
"Yeah, try to keep him in bed. He hates to be in bed or sick." She waved. "Try to have fun, but I'm sure you'll be yelling soon." She left him there, going to help Ron with the reports.
Snape walked to the healer. "She said he'll need pain medicine and possibly something to make him sleep. Tell me what I have to make. He'll feel more secure back at the school."
The healer looked at him. "I can't release him until I'm sure he's human again."
"Then go look at the boy. I'll take him tonight."
"Do you understand about what he's going through?" the nurse asked.
He looked down at her. "Intimately." She blanched. "I'm taking him as soon as possible. This environment will only bother him more."
The healer looked at him. "Fine. If he's acting like a person instead of some beast." She walked into the room. "Mr. Harris?" Xander looked at her. "How are you?" Xander raised a single finger. "I see. Are you going to start growling again? I can't let you out while you're showing such odd behavior."
Xander looked at her, then grabbed her. "I ache," he whispered. "There is fire shooting across my skin. My nerves feel like lightning. Either kill me or let me go to someone who can treat me." His fingers were removed from the healer's robes by Snape. He looked at him. " Home?"
"As soon as they're sure you're not a danger to anyone."
"Pain."
"I know," Snape said calmly. "I've been at that point myself." Xander smiled at him. "Relax for now and we'll go back to the school as soon as possible." Xander relaxed and they both looked at the healer. "Well?"
"Fine. Better you than me." She signed the chart and looked down at him. "What about the therapy for his eye?"
"I watched someone else go through it, I can help him utilize it," Snape offered. "What are the specifics of this one?" A booklet was handed over. "How is he to clean it?"
"He'll need to get some eye drops," she said thoughtfully, clutching the chart to her chest. "I don't know of anything in our program that would help him with that." Xander whispered something as his eyes drifted shut. "What was that?"
"He said visine. It's a muggle eye drop solution. I'll look it over for him. Anything else?"
"Not that I'm aware of. You can have him once he wakes up." He nodded so she left them alone.
Xander opened his eyes halfway. "Home?"
"When you wake." Snape pulled a chair over and sat down.
Xander looked at him. "You're nice to me?"
"I've been there before," he said calmly.
Xander reached out and flopped his hand against the man's leg. "I'm sorry."
"It wasn't your fault."
"Still. This pain is bad."
Snape nodded. "I know." He tucked the arm back in. "Go to sleep, Xander, before I have to get upset." The boy carefully rolled onto his side with a few moans and fell asleep curled up in a ball. He sat vigil, reading the booklet to see what he would need to train the boy in.
*** Three Days Later ***
Willow sneered at Draco as he walked his father out of the courtroom. "You may have paid your way free, but you will pay for hurting him," she hissed. She followed them outside, nodding at Ron as he joined them. "You're going to be the most sorry individual on the face of the earth by the time I'm done with you."
Draco looked at her and casually pushed his father into the street, buffing his nails as a muggle vehicle's brakes screeched, but wasn't in time. "I can't have someone like that endangering my life. Has he paid enough?"
Willow punched him in the nose, making him bend over and grab it. "No. Now I get to focus on you for not stopping him."
"I didn't take him," he said, backing away from her. Ron hit him again. "Ow!" He backed further away.
"I'm going to make you suffer for eternity for hurting him that way," Ron told him. "Not only will you pay for all his care and make sure he's settled into *our* world, you'll make sure he'll be fine for as long as you live."
"Why should I?"
Ron punched him again.
"Fine!" Draco shouted, tears running down his face as the blood gushed out of his nose. "I'll make reparations! Just quit hitting me!"
"Fine, for now," Willow told him, staring him down. "If you *ever* harm another being again, I will be there," she said, walking up to him, staring into his cold eyes. "If you hurt a muggle, I will be there and give you twice what you give them," she said quietly. "If you hurt a half-breed witch or wizard, I will give you ten times the amount. If you hurt a Weasley, I'll ruin you in ways you can't even begin to understand, Draco Malfoy. If you *ever* hurt Xander, or anyone in my personal family, then you will live to regret it, but not for long. Unless I decide to have you turned or turn you into something horrible myself. Are. We. Clear?"
"Yes," he said, taking another step back. Fortunately, his father's accident had stopped traffic so he walked into the side of a car. "I won't hurt him and I'll make reparations."
Ron nodded. "Good. Then leave, before I get you for homicide." Draco left as quickly as he could, still holding his nose. "I've got to report this," he told her. "Stay and be a spectator." He went back into the Ministry and made a report, letting the authorized people come to obliviate the muggles and gather up the body.
*** Later That Night ***
Willow tapped on Xander's room door, smiling when the portrait opened. She looked at the new sitting room and then at her friend's keeper. "The castle changed again?"
"When we walked in, the Headmaster asked what he still needed. If he needed the infirmary or not. I told him what you told me. When we came down here, we found a sitting room where his bedroom had been and a larger bed in what used to be my private quarters. Fortunately, the large bathroom stayed."
She laughed. "What did he do to it?" The lights went out and she frowned. "Luminos." A ball of light floated off her hand. "Xander?" He grunted. "Xander! I'm back!" He threw something at her. "Hey, your aim's gotten better," she said proudly, walking over to hug him.
"Don't! He's still getting roving pains up and down his body." She looked at him. "It's a common side effect, the most common if you're under that curse for a long time." She gently touched his arm, making him look up at her. "Xander, that's Willow."
"Red," Xander said, smiling at her. "Sleep?"
"If you want. Are you having nightmares?"
Xander shook his head no, making room for her on the large bed.
Snape nodded. "He is. He won't do anything about them. Won't talk or tell me about them." The lights came back on so he sat on the other side of the enormous bed. "I've started to stay in here with him but he's being stubborn."
She looked down at him, brushing his hair of his face. "The bed's big enough for six people to sleep in and not cuddle, Xan. Let him nap with you. The castle took his bed."
"Meanie," Xander told the wall behind him. The room stretched and an older four-poster bed appeared, draped in black silk. "Thank you. You're a good school." He reached back and stroked it with his fingertips. "You have magic like nothing on this earth and I appreciate you if no one else does. You blow me away." The room lightened a little more and the tub in the bathroom filled. "Cool, bath," he said, climbing out of the bed and heading that way, stripping off his clothes as he walked.
"He still loses focus sometimes," Snape said quietly. "He's getting better."
"How long before he's normal?"
Snape sat beside her. "The pain will never go away, Willow. His nerves will always arc and set themselves off at odd times. It can be compensated for," he said at the angry look. "The memory things will heal over the next few weeks. As he's forced to regain his normal routine, his mind will refirm and let him concentrate more often." Xander peeked out of the bathroom. "Are you having problems?"
"Hi, Willow."
"Hi, Xander." She stood up and walked over, giving him a gentle hug. "How are you feeling?"
"I'm better now that the pain went away again. It's like my mind starts to go funny when the pain hits. I think it scrambled the old noggin some." He tapped his head with a finger, then winced. "My hard head is not liking this problem."
"I'll have a look around for a healing spell," she promised. "You bathe and let me handle things. I'm working on getting the hospital bill paid and all that stuff. Would you still like to do carpentry? I found someone who knows a lot about it. He just retired."
"I think I would. I want to build something like this school someday," he said, stroking the doorframe he was leaning on. "Don't you think it's wonderful?"
She teared up. "Yeah, I do." She gave him a harder hug. "You behave for the professor and I'll be with Ron. We'll both be up this weekend. Got it?" He nodded. "Good. You go bathe." He disappeared into the bathroom and she looked at Snape. "Take care of him." She left, heading back to the Burrow. She ran into Molly's arms, crying. "He's like Dru," she whispered. "He's talking to the school and thinks it answers him."
"It's all right, I'm sure he'll feel better soon," she soothed, maneuvering them so she was leaning against a counter. When Ron came in, he hugged her other side. "Xander was talking to the school."
"He always does," Ron told them. He smiled at Willow's shock. "He's always talked to it. It's like they're great friends. Xander talks to his tub to thank it for the nice smelling bubbles that it runs for him. He thanks his room when the lights go up so he can see better. He thanks it when the clothes seem to magically appear because, for some reason, the elves pay a lot more attention to his room than to anywhere else in the school." He snorted. "Hell, even the stairs change for him! He's gone up to the Astronomy Tower before and the stairs changed to make his way easier for him, stranding everyone else. Including the Headmaster." Willow giggled, wiping off her face. "It likes him. Probably because he does talk to it. It's got to be lonely, being ignored for over a thousand years." He leaned against the counter beside his mother. "How was he otherwise?"
"He seems to get confused when the pains hit him," she told him, starting to frown. "The school decided to put him and Snape into the same room and take away one of their beds. Gave them a *huge* one, one that could fit your whole family at once, but still one bed. He said he's getting better and he should be much better in a few weeks."
"He'd know," Ron told her. "He's been there a few times." She nodded, looking more determined. "Did you check with the hospital yet?"
She smiled. "Why would I need to? Draco's nose won't quit seeping until he pays for the bill," she said with a naughty grin.
"Willow!" Molly said sharply. "That's not legal, young lady."
"No, but it was fun," she retorted. Ron laughed. "I told Xander I knew someone who could tell him about the carpentry training he wants to take. He smiled and hugged me." She turned to lean against the counter as well, staring at the cupboard across from them. "Snape said the random pains were permanent."
"He'd know," Ron repeated.
"Then I'll trust that. Can we do a healing spell?"
Ron looked around his mother at her. "I didn't think that was your area."
"It's not, but I know a few. Plus, I know a few demons who have healing properties if we can find their parts. Maybe I'll call Giles and ask him to find me something," she said thoughtfully, looking down at the phone attached to her belt. "Someone should answer his phone," she muttered as she grabbed it and walked outside for some privacy.
Ron looked at his mother. "She's insane."
Molly nodded. "You had much the same look when you found out how badly off he was." She pulled him closer for a hug. "Forgive your father, Ron, he didn't know."
"He could have prevented that level of damage, mum, and we both know it."
"She was weak, Ron, we're supposed to be protecting her."
He pulled away. "And I'm supposed to be protecting Xander, mother. I can't do both so which is supposed to be more important to me?"
"Him," she said with a smile. "Your father admits he was wrong. Xander will forgive him."
"When Xander does, I will," Ron said stubbornly. He checked his watch. "I'd best get back to the office. We're having *another* staff meeting. This new boss is more insane than Willow."
"She wanted to know if she should try to apply for a job," Molly said casually.
Ron snorted. "Maybe with Dad's office." His mother gave him a look. "I'll talk to my boss for her," he sighed. "But I'm going to guard Xander, not her. She's got all you and he's got no one." He left, going back to work.
Molly sighed and turned back around to finish chopping cabbage.
###
Willow bounced down to Xander's room, tapping gently. The kitten waved a paw. "Is he in?" The kitten shook its head. "Is he in class?" The kitten nodded. "McGonagall?" The kitten shook its head. "Snape?" The kitten shook its head. "Then who?" The kitten pointed up the hall. "That's not helpful," she said dryly.
"I believe he's in Defense, seeing if his new eye makes a difference," Dumbledore told her as he walked down the hallway. "You look chipper today, Ms. Rosenberg."
"I am. Giles forwarded me something that may help Xander a lot. Maybe even take care of some of the random pain surges. In the regular classroom?" He nodded. "Cool. I'll pop down there. Thank you for taking such good care of him." She jogged away.
"Hopefully this will help and not hinder his progress," Dumbledore told the kitten. It batted a paw at him so he scratched the surface over its stomach. "You take very good care of him, Piccadilly. I'm very happy with your work." The kitten yawned and played with the ball some more. He chuckled as he walked up the hall, going to check on Xander. Willow was in an enthusiastic phase and he didn't want her to hurt him.
###
Xander looked up as the door slammed open, shooting a freezing spell at the doorway automatically.
The teacher laughed. "I'm sure she needed that break," he said cheerfully. "Unfreeze her please and turn your attention back to the notes." He watched as Xander unfroze her and then grinned. "Ms. Rosenberg, is there a good reason why you're barging in during his lessons?"
"Giles sent some Mohra blood, it's a restorative," she told him, but looked at Xander. "It heals."
"All of it?"
She grimaced. "Giles said no, but probably most of it. At the least it'll make the pain surges come in longer intervals."
"What do I have to do? Drink, eat, bathe in it?"
"Just let me rub some on your skin," she told him, walking closer. She pulled out the little vial and poured the blood onto his arm, rubbing it in gently. "There, how's that feel?"
"The oncoming pain stopped," he admitted. He concentrated on his body. "I feel warm."
"That's it working," she agreed, perching herself on a desk to watch over him. The door was filled with a familiar lurking presence. "Mohra blood."
"Which is?"
"Blood from the Mohra demon. One of the most powerful healing agents in the world," she explained smugly.
"Which will do what?" Snape asked, crossing his arms.
"Which will at least take away the oncoming surge," Xander told him. He looked down at himself. "I can feel my feet and knees," he said happily. Snape nodded for him to go on. "I think I'm better."
"I think you're better too and it'll continue to make you better throughout the night."
"Another night in the infirmary?" he guessed.
"No, you can spend it in bed. Severus will have to watch for seizures, Giles said they're rare but they can happen. If so, you're to be bathed and treated." Both men nodded. "By the morning most of the surges should be taken away or you should only have low levels of pain when you get them. We couldn't predict absolutely."
Xander pulled her in for a tight hug. "I love you, Willow. You're my bestest friend."
"I only want to help," she reminded him, hugging him back. "How's the eye?"
"Better. It gives me measurements. I don't have to use a tape measure to cut stuff anymore," he said happily. "It's better than the original and I think I'd almost like to have two of these."
"You can't," Snape told him. "Two will overload your brain." He moved closer. "Does he have to keep that on?" She nodded. "Then we'll cover it so it doesn't drip," he decided.
"Cool," Xander breathed. "Does that mean I get to resume my potions lessons?"
"If you wish," Snape said grudgingly. Willow looked at him, opening her mouth. "I didn't want him around flammable items until we were sure how his health was going."
"I can understand that perfectly," she agreed. "He used to trip over his shoelaces. I'd want to make sure it didn't come to that too." She nudged Xander gently. "Ron wants to take you around to help him pick out new towels this weekend. You up for it?"
"Maybe," Xander agreed. "I'll have to see how I feel that day."
"I'll tell him. You behave and no taunting Professor Snape."
Xander gave her a clueless look. "Why would I?"
She shook her head. He liked the fussy one, it was very clear to her. "It was a general warning, Xander. Sort of like 'look both ways before you cross a street'." She grinned at the defense teacher. "You can have him back now, my good deed for the week has been done." She winked and walked away, heading for the Burrow, her somewhat permanent home.
Xander smiled at his favorite professor. "I think I'm going to be okay now."
"I'm sure you will," Snape agreed. He pointed at the creature in the tank. "Have you dealt with that yet?"
"You know I don't like creatures," Xander pointed out, sitting back down to deal with his notes. "I'm not touching that thing. I'm sticking with the theoretical on this."
"You'll have to deal with an actual creature some day," the defense teacher said tiredly.
Xander looked up at him. "I did that for six years, wasn't that enough? By the way, vampires use fascination that is natural, not a spell. It's an ability their demon gives them." He went back to his notes.
Snape looked at the defense teacher. "Perhaps you could give him an oral test."
"That sounds dirty," Xander said, shivering.
Snape looked down at him. "Only if you fail," he said with a smirk. "Then you'll have to deal with the creatures."
"Can we stick to what I already know or do I have to know more stuff?"
The Defense teacher sighed. "I think we can test you on what you already know. You have more specialists knowledge in demons than I do and nothing on the basics."
"But I have a book and I can nearly promise I'm not getting near a creature again if I can help it."
"Fine. That will leave you Herbology and Potions I believe?" Snape nodded. "How are you doing his lessons during the year?"
"He'll be my assistant for a while and take lessons with the fourth years," Dumbledore said as he walked past the doorway.
"My assistant," Snape corrected. The Headmaster walked back. "It does seem to suit him. Besides, he'll learn the basics easily."
"Good point. Fine, your assistant then. Xander, you'll need to get uniforms."
"Ron wants to take me out this weekend, I'll get some then if that's okay," he said with a hopeful look.
"That would be fine. I'll have a letter drawn up for you to tell the tailor what you need." The Headmaster walked away shaking his head. His life had been much easier before he had heard more than the name of Sunnydale. He saw Xander go running past, then flatted himself against the wall when the creatures that had been trapped in the defense class flew after him. "Oh, dear."
###
Ron walked up and hugged Xander hard. "How is it?"
"Better. I'm down to longer times and less-painful random surges. I haven't had one in two whole days," Xander said proudly. Ron grinned at him and Xander handed over the list. "The Headmaster said I wasn't going to be done for a long time and I need to look more like a student when classes officially start." He glanced at the students in the halls now. "Why are they all here?"
"Their class had a trip," Ron told him, leading him away. "Their parents let them come a month early so they could go stay at a muggle apartment complex and watch it being built." He grinned. "I bet they hated trim work as much as you did."
"Probably," Xander agreed happily. "That and wallpapering."
"Thankfully, I missed that stuff," Ron teased, nudging him. "Your bank first?"
"If possible. I need to get some clothes anyway. I seem to be missing a few outfits."
"Then we'll take you clothes shopping and you can help me pick out new towels for my flat," Ron agreed, leading him back to London. They didn't get to see the castle darken. Or the Headmaster swear. The only place that had full light was the dungeon classroom for Potions and Snape found it all quite amusing from the laughter issuing forth.
Ron watched as Xander took money out of his bank and asked for a balance. Then he laughed at the comical look on his face, taking a glance at the written down number. "Well, that's impressive."
"Interest shouldn't have given me that much," he noted, looking around. "Who do I talk to about this?" One of the desks was pointed to and he walked over there, dragging Ron. "Hi, I seem to have too much money in my account?"
"If you'll give me your number, I'll check," she said perkily in a thicker Australian accent. He handed over the slip and sat down, watching as she typed. "Here we are. There was a deposit made for you by a Harris International," she said, looking at him. "That deposit was for sixty thousand dollars."
"Wow. Who's that?" Xander asked.
Ron coughed. "There were certain reparations made for that incident, Xan," Ron said quietly. "I think that may be it. Do you have who signed for it?"
"It was an electronic transfer but the bank is one we're not sure of. It's marked as being from an unknown source out of the Cayman Islands. Grin.... Gringotes?"
"Oh, I know who did that," Ron agreed, smiling at her. "Thank you." He tugged on Xander's arm. "Come on and I'll tell you." Xander followed him out, looking confused again. "See, Willow demanded that the son of the man who hurt you take some care with you," he said once they were alone in the crowd. "He was to take care of your bills at the hospital because of that. He was to make sure you could fit in among us, and he was to make sure you got a good job." Xander's frown increased. "Or else his nose would never quit bleeding after she punched him in it," he said proudly. "The blighter did what he was told."
"But then how do I know that I'm doing stuff on my own merit?"
"Easily, you ask," Ron told him, clapping him on the back. "I doubt he'd have many contacts in construction." He shrugged. "I don't see him as the physical labor sort myself. More evil menace in the making."
"So you're forcing him to gain more contacts in the evil and mafia-riddled world of construction?" Xander asked. Ron stopped cold and looked at him. "At least it is in the US. I'm sure that some of the guys over here are connected as well."
Ron considered it, then shrugged. "Magical ones would be different," he decided. "Besides, what's he going to do? Take down the school?"
"Could he?" Xander asked.
Ron shook his head. "He'd have to bully others into agreeing and the school is too important," he told him, making Xander walk with him again. He heard a small grunt. "We're almost at the Leaky, I'll buy us lunch," he said quietly. "Can you sit?"
"Probably. If not, I have medicine on me for it," Xander told him. "All I need is something to mask the taste."
"That we can do," Ron agreed, pointing at the building. "In there." Xander nodded and focused on the pain while Ron led him. He heard the greeting noises and waved. "Tea?" he asked.
"Coming right up," Tom told him, hurrying to get him some. He came back with a steaming cup and watched as the man poured something from a vial into it. "Medicine?" he asked sympathetically. Xander nodded as he drank the bitter mix down in a few swallows. "You go have a sit down in the corner, Ron. Take him over there." He watched as Ron led the young man away, shaking his head. He knew who it must be, he had heard Ron speak of him before. Besides, he remembered he had broken Malfoy's wand, that had been a bit funny. Xander leaned against a wall and he kept an eye on them. Poor boy.
Ron came up to order them some lunch. "He'll be fine. Random surge," Ron explained. "Can I have that sub you made me last time? With the tuna?"
"Sure thing, Ron. By the way, saw your brother Bill yesterday. Looked like he was passing through."
"I'll call mum tonight," he told him with a smile. "I miss Bill." He glanced back at Xander. "He'll be fine."
"I'm sure. Are they permanent?" Ron looked at him. "You know how the world enjoys a bit of gossip."
"Yeah, but he hates to be talked about," Ron said with another grin. "You can tell how the school likes him. He talks to it and it does things like fill his bathtub for him."
"Well now." Tom took the money from Ron's hand. "That's interesting. What's his area going to be?"
"He wants to do carpentry. Anyone around here a regular who does that?"
"Not that I remember," Tom said, glancing around the room. "That guy in white used to be a singer, lost it in the war when his voice broke. Oh, Hagrid's in the back."
"Nah, I'll talk to him tonight when I bring Xander back," Ron told him. "If he comes out, send him our way." He took the food and walked away, taking it back to Xander to make sure he ate something. "Feeling better?"
"A little," Xander said tiredly. "At least I'm keeping my focus. The medicine Professor Snape makes is really good for that. He said he'd teach me this one." He picked at his sandwich. "Tunafish?"
"Tom makes it in a way that I like," Ron defended before taking a bite. Xander carefully nibbled on some of it and smiled. "See? We're wonderful about such things."
"Cool." Xander's hand shook as he picked up half of the sandwich to eat, nibbling at first. As the tremors eased, he took larger bites, finishing off his lunch by the time Ron did. He looked over as a loud sound came from the back. "That sounded bad."
"I'm guessing Hagrid either won or lost," Ron said, winking at his friend. "Tom said he was back there." Hagrid wobbled out, clearly drunk but happy and smiling. "Hey, Hagrid!" he called, waving.
"Hey, Ron." He walked over to them. He smiled at Xander. "You ever gonna come do my lessons?"
Xander looked at him. "After the flobberworm bit me and the trouble I had on Wednesday?"
Hagrid laughed. "I'm sure it'll be fine. I've got some nice specimens in if you wanted to come look. Not get close, but just a peek around."
"I could do that," Xander agreed. "As long as you keep them away from me."
"I will," Hagrid said, patting him on the head and making him moan. "Sorry. Had another?"
"Just now but the medicine is working," Xander said. He popped his neck. "Thank you, I've been needing to do that." He popped it in the other direction. "Wow, that feels much better." He looked at the big man. "You should be a chiropractor. You're really good at helping me pop things."
Hagrid smiled. "I try." He looked at Ron. "What're you up to today?"
"Towels and some minor shopping for Xander," Ron told him. "You?"
"Oh, I just won a poker game or three," he said with a grin. "I'd best be heading back to the school. We've got a meeting this afternoon." He stood up. "Have a nice day and come out tonight, Xander. You can help me feed or watch me feed 'em." He left through the floo.
Xander looked at Ron. "If I end up being bitten, you'll come visit me, right?"
"Of course," Ron agreed happily. "What happened Wednesday?"
"I tripped and knocked into one of the cages in defense, which set off all the other creatures, so they managed to escape and chased me around the school. I had to lock myself in McGonagall's closet to get away from them, and the beastie that did get in only wanted to cuddle. She said it liked chaotic things. I tried to tell her that I wasn't like that but she didn't seem to believe me."
Ron gently stroked Xander's hand. "I'm sure it'll be fine. Hagrid's good with the animals."
###
Xander walked into the school and smiled as the way brightened. "Thank you. I can see better now but it's still nice." The school brightened as it followed him, each section getting brighter as he walked closer to it. He entered his room and sat down on the couch, looking around. "You're a very nice school. I don't know what I'm going to do when I have to move out. I'll miss you, and the giant tub," he admitted with a grin. The castle shook, making him hold on and lose that smile. "I didn't know we had earthquakes around here." He waited until the tremors were done then carefully stood up. "Whoa. At least a seven-point-three," he noted as he checked the room. Then he walked out to see if there was anything he could do to help. If anyone was trapped or the like. He had lived through some pretty impressive quakes in his day. He found the Headmaster in the front entry. "Is anyone trapped?"
The Headmaster looked at him. "No. Nothing fell." He considered the young man. "Did you ...say anything to the castle before that happened?"
"I said I was going to miss it and then the earthquake hit," Xander admitted. "It had to be have been at least a seven-three. I'm surprised nothing fell. Not even a glass jar of something?"
"Not that has been reported to me." He smiled as the teachers joined them. "Did anyone have something broken?" They all shook their heads.
"Wow, that's a neat magic trick. I'll have to learn that one before I leave," Xander told them. An aftershock hit the castle, making him grab onto Snape since he was closest. "Where is the local fault? That was awfully fast."
Snape looked at the Headmaster. "What are you thinking?" he asked over Xander's head. The Headmaster smiled at him. "Surely you can't think it's him."
"Xander, would you please assure the castle that you're not leaving for at least six months?" Dumbledore asked pleasantly.
"I have six more months of stuff to do?" Xander asked.
"Quite possibly, especially if you wanted to use the library to research carpentry methods."
"Cool. Then of course I won't be leaving for six more months." The entryway brightened again and he found everyone looking at him. "What?"
McGonagall turned her formidable stare on her boss. "Really?" she asked. Dumbledore nodded. "Then I'll gladly help Xander work on his skills in that area." She swept off, going to make sure her room hadn't fallen in.
Dumbledore looked at everyone. "It seems the castle likes Mr. Harris and wants him around for a bit longer." He had to dodge a falling piece of stone before it hit him on the head. "Fine, it happens to like him very much and wants to keep him around for a bit. Let's take that into account." He walked away, leaving them there.
Snape made Xander let him go. "Come down to the dungeons, we'll work on your medicine."
"Okay. I had to take the dose I brought with me."
Snape looked over at him as they walked. "Did it work?"
"Incredibly. It only lasted for five minutes, then the pain dulled to a level that I could stand. Most of that five was getting me off the street and into the Leaky Cauldron so I could have some tea to drink it with."
"Excellent. I'll keep that in mind." He let Xander proceed him into the dungeon and watched as the room brightened to normal. "Do you need the extra light to see?"
"Not with my new eye." The room darkened again. "Thank you, room. It was very kind of you to try and take care of me." He patted a desk. "You're a very good room and it always smells interesting in here." He sat down at his usual seat. "What are we making today?"
Snape looked at him. "How long have you been talking to each room? I noticed it in our room but never outside."
Xander shrugged. "I walked right up to it when I first got here and admired the craftsmanship. It's amazingly done. Did you know there are still carving marks on the main staircase's rails? Even after so many students, they still stand out."
Snape nodded, that explained everything. "I didn't," he said casually. "Have you been talking to it all this time?" Xander nodded. "Do you not think that odd?"
"I think it's polite," Xander defended huffily. "It's a magical creature and the first one that didn't want to eat me. I'm sure it's sentient in some way." Little did he know that the extra bed in their room had just disappeared. "It's got to be lonely, with no one to talk to it. Chained inside a big fortress without any attention given to it."
Snape groaned. "You've made the castle crush on you, boy."
Xander glared at him. "Yay! It's a nice castle. If I were a castle, I'd want to be like it instead of Buckingham. All it has are queens and their things, this one has class and style."
Snape kept his next groan inside himself. He didn't want to bother the boy, but what had he done?
*** Late That Night ***
"What are we going to do when he's ready to leave?" Madam Sprout asked worriedly. "It didn't affect the green houses, yet, but I'm sure something bad will happen out there as well."
"We could make him stay, though we'll still have to make plans," Snape put in. Everyone looked at him. "Has no one thought what would happen when he died?"
"I think that's a bit extreme," McGonagall said stiffly.
"We're mortal, as is he," Dumbledore reminded her. "He'll have to die some day and Severus is right, the castle will probably react. Badly most likely."
"Most likely it will fall around our ears," Severus corrected. "It seems to have a crush on him." The staff groaned. "He's been talking to it since he first got here."
"It's always gloomy when he's not at dinner," Professor Vector admitted. "How do we fix this... crush?"
"We have two things we can do," Dumbledore said, thinking out loud. "We can either name him to a position to fix the blasted thing every time it acts up. Or we can make a serious break of it."
"Or, if possible, we could find a new student to take his place," Snape put in. "A first year every seven years who is willing to talk to the building and admire it."
"Give it loving touches," McGonagall noted, she had seen him do it more than once.
"Thank it when it's being thoughtful," the defense teacher added, having seen that as well.
"Or when it does things like anticipate his needs," Snape offered. Most of the teachers looked at him again. "It runs his baths for him. Adds a scent and all that."
"I wondered why he smelled like you," Dumbledore said dryly, shaking his head at the glare. "I wasn't insinuating anything, Severus. You know me better than that."
"The castle ran that for him the first time and he said he liked it. I believe it's decided that it likes us together. It took my bed again." Dumbledore laughed. "Laugh all you want, but one day he'll have to be on his own again. He won't need his hand held through the pains."
"When that happens, I'm sure your rooms will come back," Dumbledore told him. "As long as Xander tells it that you're not needed." He saw the scowl start and looked at the younger man but Snape barely shook his head so he dropped it, for now. "Which option appeals to the rest of you?"
"If he's going to be doing carpentry, we might as well keep him," Vector said stiffly. "How does he feel about staying?"
"I don't think he's considered it," Snape told him. "He was happy to hear he had six more months earlier, he thought he was nearly done with the basics."
McGonagall sipped at her water. "He's told me that he was never comfortable in his muggle school. That he did horribly and couldn't concentrate. That seems to have changed, but I'm not sure he'll be comfortable staying around all the eager, and not so eager, students."
"If we keep him on, he'll have free access to the library," Dumbledore told her. "He'll be able to pick up what he wants to learn, which would relieve the pressure of learning." They nodded and he decided to lighten the mood. "Who knows, he might even agree willingly to finish his Defense training or actually take a Magical Creatures class."
"They chased him earlier," Snape told him. "He ran in from helping Hagrid feed the creatures tonight and I had to bandage a few new bite marks, plus he literally ran through the door. I'm not sure what was after him, but he appeared scared of it."
"Hagrid said he was missing a skewrt," Dumbledore said thoughtfully.
"They're nasty, but they're harmless," McGonagall pointed out.
Snape looked at her. "Creatures hate him. They all try to eat him. A direct quote."
"One I've heard," she admitted, "but still. That's just silly."
"I had to bandage a flobberworm bite," Madam Pomfrey told her. "I didn't know they had teeth."
McGonagall groaned and shook her head. "Then perhaps we should keep him out of that class permanently," she suggested. "I have a few other students who wanted to know about carpentry methods from their projects. Should I plan on a class?"
"Maybe for the seventh years," Dumbledore agreed. "That would help him, and it would be a great help to him and the other students."
"He's already a carpenter," Snape pointed out. "He might have to find new ways to use the tools he brought with him."
"I'm sure he can find some use for them," she told him primly. "Maybe a wall decoration?"
"Not while I'm living with him."
"I'm sure you'll get used to the tools staring down at you," she said with a cold smile. "Just like the stones probably are."
He glared at her. "Do stop the innuendos now. I see myself in the boy, nothing more."
"We'll see," she said smartly, then stood up. "We're offering him the position?"
Dumbledore nodded. "Hinging on his completion of his training." The other teachers nodded. "We'll see if it breaks in a few years. At the very least everything in the castle will start working again. All those stuck locks and the like." They chatted as they left. "Severus?" He stayed, waiting until everyone else had left. "If something should happen, try to let the boy down gently. His last girlfriend was very mean to him. Put a love spell with a devotion clause onto him." Snape shuddered. "She thought she needed it. She was correct from what Mr. Weasley reported hearing about her. So do be gentle with the boy." Snape nodded and left him alone with his thoughts. "If I talked to you, would you play with me as well?" he asked the empty room. The door slammed and the lights went off. "That's what I thought." He lit his wand so he could leave safely, then had to use it to unlock the door.
*** Six Weeks Later ***
Xander woke up and frowned, realizing he was doing something odd. He felt like he was sucking on something so he released it, backing off when he saw it was a pale neck. He slid out of the unusually small bed and headed for the bathroom to hide. Severus would kill him.
"Get back here," Severus called quietly. Xander peeked out at him. "Now." He patted the empty spot on the bed. "You woke me." Xander slid around the doorway but didn't move. "Bring him back," he ordered the room. The wall bulged, sending Xander stumbling toward the bed. "Thank you." He grabbed the boy and looked at him. "What was that?"
"I was sucking my thumb, I was four," he said quietly, looking down at his feet. "I'm sorry I attacked you. I'll, um, go sleep on the couch."
Severus pulled him down and tipped the chin up. "Did you consider me comforting?" Xander shrugged, staring over his shoulder. "Focus on me, Xander, not the spot on the wall." Xander looked at him. "Did you find me comforting?"
"I always do," Xander said quietly. "I'm confused and I'm sorry I'm forcing you to deal with all this stuff. If you want, I'll ask the castle to give you your room back."
"I don't think you're ready for that yet," he said quietly. He tapped the boy on the forehead. "I want you to tell me about these nightmares." Xander shook his head. "I can probably help you work through them, if you'd let me."
Xander shifted away. "This one was pretty standard, though I changed into a four-year-old at the end. While Malfoy had me, he taunted me, saying all sorts of nasty crap."
"Including that he was going to molest you," Snape said flatly. Xander looked up, surprised. "He's done it before. He was the hardest to spy on because I had to watch him do many repugnant things. Did he?" Xander shook his head quickly. "He just taunted?"
"In one of my more lucid moments, I taunted back," Xander admitted. "He flipped me toward the wall and made like he was going to, but he made a mistake," he said with a slight smile. "He forgot to freeze my head when he moved in to hiss in my ear."
"That's why your friends found you facing the wall and him on the floor. Did he recurse you?"
"Once his sight cleared," Xander said, sounding a little proud. "I headbutted him." Snape laughed. "What?"
"That must have stung his pride. Such a simplistic muggle form of defense beating him." He touched the boy's bare shoulder. "It happened and you survived."
"But nothing happened so why am I freaking out about it?"
"Maybe because some relatively close thoughts are happening and your mind is trying to defeat them?" Snape asked gently. Xander shook his head. "I've seen how you look at Mr. Weasley, Xander. Are you interested in him?"
"Only as a friend. Ron likes girls," Xander defended. He pouted. "Besides, we'd only ever talk wood and food. I don't get quidditch at all and he's frustrated at me because of it. I don't get soccer or lacrosse either so I don't know why he's upset. It's not like I get most British sports."
"Yes, but he played," Snape said, earing a smile. "He always was a bit preoccupied with it." Xander nodded. "Is there someone else then? Someone who interests you but you're not sure of them?"
Xander blushed. "I'm stopping this conversation before I get wigged any further," he announced, standing up. "I'm going to go bathe so you can get back to sleep." The tub didn't start running so he looked that way. "Not now?" he asked. The lights went out and he sighed. "Fine, I'll go back to bed." The bed's light lit, allowing him to move around enough to climb in. "Can you make the bed the original size so I quit molesting him?" he asked nicely. "I'm sure he doesn't want me sucking on his neck." The bed shifted, becoming smaller. "You cheeky thing!" he said in outrage. The room shivered and the bed became even smaller. "Okay, I get the point. You're forcing us together." The older man let him curl up against his side. "Better?" The bed's curtains closed around them. "Hey! I like light from the windows!" That side opened and he nodded. "Thank you, room. That was nice of you to show me what I want." He looked up. "I think it thinks we're suited."
"I have no idea why," Snape said dryly. "You only come down to my classroom when you're bored. You snuggle against me each night. You suck my neck for comfort." He smiled. The bed shifted closer. "I think it wasn't your mind."
"Maybe," Xander said glumly. "But you like girls. Right?"
"I've never had a preference. I prefer people who can keep up with me and who are interesting. Most people are scared though, so I tend to be pickier about my lovers."
"Wow. I never thought about guys before Anya. Then she kinda turned me off women forever." He looked up at him. "You really think the castle wants us together?"
"It would appear so. Maybe it will give you some idea tomorrow. You sleep on it tonight." A book hit the bed between their legs, making him laugh. "Tomorrow. Give it to him then."
Xander looked at the book, which was a blatant sex education and tips book, then up at the ceiling. "I already know this stuff, thank you though. My ex made sure I know about all this stuff when she tried to gross me out."
"She did?"
Xander looked at him. "She was a vengeance demon, she told me all sorts of stuff that was supposed to make me careful and scared of her," he admitted.
Snape patted him on the back. "We should compare horrors some time. With what I've seen, I could probably equal her stories."
"You saw people gutted and forced to eat their intestines?"
"Not exactly, though I have seen people gutted. Usually they died during it."
"I guess it must have been the demon part keeping them alive," she said with a shrug. "She said she forced them to eat them."
"That is disgusting," Snape agreed. "Did she ever impale anyone?"
"She claims she helped Vlad at one point in time. Up the butt." Snape shuddered. "Yeah, she was kinda gross."
"I'm sure she did many sickening things," Snape soothed. "None to you?"
"No, she wasn't allowed to do anything to me when I left her at the altar since some demons interfered. I thought I was giving her a better life from what they showed me."
"I'm sure she wasn't happy, but it was probably for the best. Is she the one who died?" Xander nodded, looking up at him again. "Then at least you gave her some happiness."
"I tried, but she never really was satisfied with the mortal life she got stuck in. She latched onto money and sex as being the fundamental driving forces of life and whined constantly." He smiled sadly. "I'm not sure now how I used to put up with her, but I did for nearly two years."
"Then you are a stronger man than I am. I would have hurt her."
Xander chuckled. "The thought crossed my mind a few times," he agreed. "But I thought I loved her."
"Emotions are often funny that way."
"I know," he said, picking at the blanket. "I'm not sure I want more emotional stuff. Being four in my dream was nice because it was safe."
Snape gave him another pat. "I do understand. I've kept myself from entanglements for so long because of what I used to do. Now I'm not sure I could be with someone full time again." Xander looked up at him. "Sleep, Xander, think on everything that the room has taught you." He shifted down, closing his eyes.
Xander guessed he was allowed to cuddle so he stayed there, smooshed against his friend's side. It was nice here, very comforting and comfortable. He hadn't felt like this with the girls. Maybe he *was* missing something. He closed his eyes and feel back to sleep, without the nightmares.
Snape laid there and thought about what he had learned. The boy certainly understood about the worst things in life. He would understand his past.
###
Minerva looked over as Professor Snape walked in, eyes going wide at the visible mark on his throat. Fortunately, it wasn't her who commented.
"Were you attacked?" Hagrid asked, looking worried. "If you'd tell me by what, I'd go look for it tonight."
"I was not attacked," Snape told him. "It's a bruise." He sat down and pulled some food over to fill his plate.
Minerva McGonagall cleared her throat. "I have something to cover that if you want to borrow it," she offered. He gave her a horrified look. "Not makeup," she assured him, starting to smile. "Simply a coverup."
"I may take you up on that. I didn't have a higher collar this morning." He ate a bite of egg. "He had some nightmares."
"Ah." She nodded. "I've seen the same on others. If I remember right, we had one student who used to do the same thing to his arm."
Severus nodded. "I remember him." He ate some more. "He's sleeping in. The castle acted up last night." His plate disappeared. "I wasn't being critical," he said harshly. It reappeared and had an extra scone on it. "Thank you." He ate another bite. "There is another missing book from the library. It appeared on the bed."
Hagrid looked down the table. "I took one from him on appararting. It landed beside his hand. How is Willow doing that?"
"She uses a different form of transport magic," Dumbledore told him. "I have no idea how to stop that from happening." He looked at him. "Please send the book back up."
"I keep forgetting it," Hagrid admitted. "I'll bring it up today." He looked at the Professor. "How is he doing? He looked upset last night."
"Last night he dealt with a few different things," Snape told him. "He'll be fine. He's very strong." He broke open a scone to butter it. "Did you know his ex, the one he lost, was a vengeance demon?"
"No, I hadn't," McGonagall told him. "I wonder if she's the one Willow mentioned when she was here."
"Probably," Snape agreed. "Anya or something?"
McGonagall nodded. "Yes, that was it," she said happily. "She lost her power source and became human, got stuck there and dated Xander for a few years, returned to the demonic state and lost it again. She's the one who died?" Snape nodded. "Hmm. Interesting. You'd think they'd have protected her as one of their own."
"The members of Xander's party probably did," Dumbledore put in.
"I meant the demons," McGonagall corrected.
"I assume they decided she was human now and no longer their problem," Dumbledore told her. She smiled at him so he looked at Snape. "What is the boy's schedule like today? The train is about to leave the station."
"I'm going to have him with me most of the day. We'll need to make him more medicine," Snape told him.
Madam Sprout looked down at him. "I could use some help if he would come out."
"I'll tell him. Weeding?" She nodded. "That's fine. I'll send him out this afternoon." She smiled. "He does need to finish his lessons."
"He's nearly done. After that one incident, I figured he'd have a better grasp of pruning than planting. He does well enough in there." Snape looked interested. "I'm sure he'll gain at least a satisfactory rating from me. It's not like he'll need herbology with his plan for the future."
"No, but growing the ingredients for his medicine might be easiest," Snape put in.
She nodded. "I'll show him then today and have him learn how to take care of them then." He nodded once. "Thank you for the suggestion." She beamed. "He is such a nice young man. It's sad to see him be so alone."
"He'll have someone some day," McGonagall said, looking at Snape. "I'm sure he'll find someone...suitable to his needs."
"Indeed?" Dumbledore asked.
Snape looked at him. "He's been thinking about such matters himself. He'll figure out what he wants." He stuffed his mouth before he could say anything else.
Dumbledore looked at him. "Indeed?" he asked again, giving him a knowing look.
Xander walked in and the discussion easily changed to one of the upcoming students. He grinned at everyone. "Hi. Anything left for me?" He sat down in his seat. "Where do I get to sit when the other students get here?"
"You'll be on my side of the high table," Snape told him. "We're telling them that you're my personal student."
"Okay." He accepted the plates of food, digging in. "What am I doing today while we wait?"
"You'll start with me then go to the Greenhouses."
"Yes, sir." Xander stuffed his mouth. "What are we doing?" he asked between bites.
"Slow down before you choke. You young men never enjoy anything," McGonagall chastised. Xander looked scared. "Eat slower, Xander. Enjoy the food, don't inhale it."
"Then eating takes forever and there's things that have to be done," he told her. "I'll be late to my lessons."
"I'm sure I can wait for you," Snape told him. "Enjoyment of life is critical to happiness." He ate a small bite himself. "Take as much time as you need this morning."
"Okay." He ate a smaller bite. "Better?"
"Can you taste the food?" McGonagall asked. He nodded. "Then that's fine."
He grinned. "I could taste it before. I'm used to wolfing down meal so I could get to meetings and the like." He ate another bite.
"Your life's not like that now," Snape reminded him.
"Good point." Xander ate a medium sized bite but chewed slowly. McGonagall nodded her approval so he did it again.
###
Xander walked into the greenhouse. "What can I do to help you today?" he asked with a chipper grin. "Weeding or pruning?"
"First we'll weed, then I'll be teaching you about the herbs that go into your medicine." He looked stunned. "It was Severus' idea that you should know how to take care of them, in case you wanted to grow your own."
"That would be neat," he agreed. "No having to hunt and search for them. I haven't seen much that Giles used to carry in his shop." He walked closer to her. "It would save money if I could grow them, right?" She nodded. "Then I'm all for that," he said firmly. "I'll have to save a lot of money at first. At least until I start to save some money when I finally get a job."
She looked at him. "You might talk to the Headmaster about that. He has a great many contacts." Didn't the boy know that he had a job waiting on him?
Xander nodded. "I'll do that when I'm ready to find a job." He pointed at the little shoots. "Are they weeds or good plants?"
She looked down, pointing at the grass-looking plants. "Those are the plants, the others are the weeds."
"They have pretty flowers," he noted as he started to pull the thin stems and tiny purple flowers. "They'd make a pretty border in a garden."
She looked at them. "Then dig them up and I'll let you help me plant them," she decided. "They would look pretty out by the rock garden."
He grabbed a small trowel and carefully dug them out, putting them onto a tray. When he was done, they walked down to the lake and he dug out a small border around the rock garden, a quirk of the Headmaster's. It was a nice and quiet spot to sit and think. He had sat out here a number of times for that very reason. Today, though, was not his day. He only saw the shadow briefly as the giant sucker came down and grabbed him. "AAAAHHHHHH!" he screamed as he was lifted into the air and toward the lake. "Help!"
"Xander!" Madam Sprout yelled. "Hagrid! The squid is attacking him!" She watched as the squid dumped Xander into the lake, letting him go so it could chase him through the water. "Hagrid!"
He came running. "Leave him be!" he shouted. Xander swam for the shore. "Squid! Leave him be!"
Xander swam faster, making it to the bank. He trudged out of the water and looked back at the squid. "This is why I don't do creatures," he told the teachers. He looked down at himself. "I think I'm done for the day," he told her. She smiled and nodded. "Can I get the rest of those plants in a few days?"
"Of course, dear. You go dry off." She watched as he trudged up to the school. A long tentacle came out. "Hagrid!"
"Stop it or don't get fed tonight," he snapped.
Xander looked up and dodged, running into the school. "I hate animals," he groused as he walked down the hallways. He saw Mrs. Norris, the caretaker's cat. "Yeah, yuck it up," he said at the smug look the cat had. "You can go out and play with the squid. I'll toss you in and see how much you like it." The cat strolled off, its tail high and flicking back and forth. "I *hate* animals." He stomped down to his room, running into Snape as he walked out. "I hate animals."
"What happened to you?" he asked, following the younger man back into the room. He found a leaf in his hair and plucked it out to look at. "The lake?"
"The squid in the lake," Xander said bitterly. "It grabbed me and decided I was a toy." He tossed his shirt toward the basket. "I'm soaked."
"Take a bath and we'll resume our lessons when you're ready."
"Yes, sir." Xander walked into the bathroom, smiling at the warm water already run for him. A few bubbles floated out to greet him. "Thank you. You're so nice," he said as he stepped out of his pants and climbed in. "Oh, nicer than the lake. Besides there's no squid." He splashed some of the bubbles. "I'm going to enjoy you, like McGonagall said, and then I'm going to enjoy the dungeon." He winced as the pain in his feet started. "Shit!" He climbed out, running into his friend, who was holding a towel. "Medicine."
"I'll get it." Snape left him there to get the medicine, coming back with it and a glass of juice. "Drink," he said as soon as the medicine was in it. Xander gulped it, shivering as it worked. "Is it working?" Xander shook his head. "Then I'll get you the stronger dose," he said, but the door was locked. "He needs his medicine," he said out loud. "If I don't get it, he'll suffer for hours." The door stayed stuck and he turned, finding Xander curled up in a chair. The younger man shook his head. "Fine. Ignio," he said, starting a fire. "Come closer." He brought the boy to the fire, sitting with him until he warmed. He slowly dried the younger man, helping him stay calm. This was the worst of the pain surges. He would be in pain for days, even though he had taken the medicine. It was like the nerves were actively trying to regrow themselves by setting themselves off. He had blank spots on his back. On the back of his arms. One on the left side of his neck. One on the inside of his right thigh. There was one that made up most of his left ankle. They were the only safe places to touch him. The only places that wouldn't make him scream in pain. He kept his attention on the boy's back and arms. "Is it bearable?" he asked.
"I hurt," Xander whispered. "A lot." He felt something but wasn't sure what. A sudden thought came to his pain-addled mind. "If masochists like pain, do they like pain like this?"
"No, they like pain in certain circumstances. Though I'm sure a few would like this at the right time with the amount of sensitivity you have at the moment." He glared at the door. "I would get you the medicine, but we're locked in."
"It's all right, I can handle it." Xander breathed in through his nose. "I can do this. I'm going to whine at the school for not allowing me to have my medicine." A plop behind them heralded the medicine. "Thank you!" he called gratefully. He watched as the other man stood up. If he did the same, he'd be screaming in worse pain. Where his body was touching the floor was making him want to scream. He laughed bitterly. "Now would be a great time to be able to levitate. Just hang in the air."
"I've been thinking on that. The muggles have gel mattresses which they use for burn cases. It holds no pressure against the skin." Xander looked interested. "Drink it straight." Xander gulped the nasty, antiseptic tasting drug and shuddered. "If you could get one of those, it might help you during these times." He sat down near him again. "Is it helping?"
"A little. My ass isn't screaming at me." He shifted slowly and carefully, hissing a little as new parts of his body met the floor. "Was it the water or the bath?"
"I think it may have been the shock of the bath after the lake, or possibly it has no trigger," Snape offered. "We'll need to let someone know you're like this and that we're trapped in here." The walls shivered but the door stayed closed. "I am supposed to appear later."
"I'm sure it'll let you go soon," Xander said quietly. "Thank you."
"You're more than welcome. This is not something you can help." He gently touched the man's upper arm. "Would you like something to put on?"
"No. I don't think I can stand cloth against me." He shuddered. "I don't think I'm moving from right here."
"That's fine." Snape stood up. "I should try to tell someone." He walked over to the nymph portrait. "Would you tell the Headmaster what's happened and have him send some light food for the boy?" he asked. One of the nymphs laughed and disappeared, heading to visit one of the ones in the office. She came back and giggled, mouthing something. He nodded. "Thank you." He walked back to the fireplace, then decided to bring a few of the softest cushions they had over for the boy. "It won't help the skin sensitivity, but it may help the pressure," he offered. He helped Xander stand most of the way then tossed the cushions down so he could sit on them, helping him sit again. "How is that?"
"The velvet feels different than the stone. It's like lots of little fingers instead of one large hand." He smiled. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. Continue to fight the pain, I'll be in the bedroom." Xander nodded, letting him leave. He found a particularly soft sponge and a basin, filling it with the water from the bathtub. He found a few more towels as well and brought them back to the fire.
"You're going to bathe me?" Xander asked with a faint smile.
"You still smell like the lake," the older man pointed out. "It might also ease some of the worst of the pains." He picked up the sponge and rang it out. That was when the door opened. "Finally." He started to move, but the floor hollowed under him, making him fall. "Fine, I won't go."
The Headmaster walked in with a large tray. "How are you, Xander?"
"The pain's at that barely tolerable level. I can move, if I have to."
"Then I won't make you come to the sorting tonight." He smiled and sat the tray near them. "Why are you wet?"
"That squid got me," he said bitterly. "I was planting the pretty weed flowers in a border around your rock garden."
"Thank you. I'm sure they go together nicely." He looked at the Potion's Master. "Can you stand now?" Snape pointed at his ankle trapped by the stones. "I see. Then I'll leave you two alone for now. I'll send food down. Xander, you have to try and eat. I know it's not easy, but you have to try." Xander nodded. "Thank you. Severus, try to manage."
"He'll need more medicine later."
"I'll have it sent down if you can't make it out," he said with a smile and a wink. "Behave, the both of you. I'll expect you both to go to class tomorrow if possible." He did smile. "I'll make sure Slytherin is well-guarded tonight." He strolled out, leaving them locked in the room.
"I hate it when he's smug like that," Xander said in the silence. His companion laughed. He looked at him. "You don't?"
"No, I've often thought of strangling him with his beard when he's like this." He poured the boy some juice. "Drink. Let me get this lake water off you."
"Thank you." Xander bent forward slightly, sipping at his juice. "Ow!" He stiffened up.
"Relax. It will only make it worse." Xander's back relaxed again but his fists were balled up on the cushion. "We'll do this later."
"Thank you." He moved the tray. "Want some? I'm not really hungry."
"I'll eat if you do." Xander frowned but ate a grape. He had to force himself to swallow, but he did get it down. He refused another one. "Not yet."
"At least one an hour if you can," Snape ordered.
"Yes, sir."
"After all I've seen you go through, you could call me by my name, boy."
Xander glared at him. "As long as you call me boy, I'm going to call you sir."
"Fine, Xander."
"Thank you, Severus." He settled himself better. "Maybe an ice bath. I'd only hurt for a few minutes."
"You'd also die of hypothermia before it worked."
"If I could reduce the sensitivity, it'd make everything go back to normal."
"Xander, I doubt this room would let us go, even if you were normal." The boy blushed. He snorted. "You and I both know what the castle wants of you."
"Yeah, but you ...."
"Aren't as opposed to the idea as you think. I refuse to take advantage of the helpless."
"Okay." Xander shifted a little, wincing.
"Stop that."
"I'm numb but still in pain."
"Then we'll let you lay down," Snape told him. He summoned more pillows and helped him settle himself. "There. How's that?"
"Better." Xander looked at the window. "Please close the curtains," he said quietly. The curtains closed. "Much better." He looked toward the bedroom as he heard shifting noises. "I think it's giving up," he said, pointing at the new doorway.
Snape stood up and walked into the new/old room. It was his bed, but different now. The mattress was now a large cushion, soft and covered in a soft fabric. He smiled at the darkened room. "Xander." He walked back, helping him to his feet. "Come see." He walked the boy to the new room, settling him on the bed. "You stay there." Xander nodded, closing his eyes. "Try to sleep." He went back into the other room. "Does this mean I can have my other things?" he asked the sitting area. His bookcases and other decorations appeared, settling themselves among what Xander had brought in. He coughed and one last small bookcase appeared under the covered window. "Thank you." He walked over to grab the reference he had wanted. It had this problem in it and he wanted to refresh his memory. He knew there was something further he could do to relieve the pain. He found it and sat down, reading eagerly. It hurt to watch him go through it. The book from the other night appeared beside him. "I know, when he's ready." The book settled in his lap. "When he's ready," he said angrily. "He can't stand to eat, much less do anything like that." The book backed off and he continued to read. "There it is," he said, sitting up. He read the small potion and nodded. "I can make that." A cauldron clanged on the floor. "Thank you, but I'll need access to my lab, I have some of what is needed locked up." The door opened and he hurried out. He found his personal station already lit and the cauldron warming on the fire. "Good." He went to his cabinets and everything was waiting at the front of the shelves.
%%%
Xander smiled as the handwriting changed so it was both his and Severus', depending on the page. He was a good writer of what happened. Half of it had been about him. He even kept it in the narrative form. He smiled at his lover's sleeping form and turned to the next page. He remember that week very well.
%%%
Xander woke up and looked around. "Severus?" he called in the darkened room. His new eye let him see in the dark, but he didn't know what had happened. The last he knew he was locked in here. He forced himself to slide off the bed, shuffling toward the sitting area. The fire roared to life. "Not needed, thank you," he whispered. "Where is he?" He noticed the bookshelves and sighed. "Fine, I'll give in. Where is he?" The cauldron on the floor shifted. "Ah. More medicine?" The nymphs in the painting nodded. "Cool. I'm going to try and bathe. I feel sticky and nasty." He shuffled in there, finding lukewarm water drawn without any bubbles. He sat on the side of the tub and slowly put his feet in, hissing in pain. He forced himself into the water because it would help in the long run. "Maybe if I drown, this'll stop," he mused before dunking his head. By the time he came up, Snape was standing there. "How did you get there?"
"The castle decided you needed watched apparently," Snape said, handing over a beaker. "Try that. It should ease at least half the sensitivity." He watched as the boy quaffed it and then nodded. "I need to head back for a few more minutes. Will you be all right?"
"Sure. I was joking about drowning."
"I see." Snape nodded. "I'd smack you about for that remark, but I know how bad it can be. Do not say that out loud, it upsets the building." Xander nodded. "I'll be right back, after I finish cleaning up." He tried to move, but found the door was missing. "The fire is still running."
"Let him go," Xander pleaded. "He can come back." The door reappeared and Snape walked out, going to settle his house, his classroom, and everything else. By the time he came back, Xander was washing his hair. "Has it helped?"
"I can move without wincing. The water doesn't feel like cement."
"That's a help." He pulled a chair in and watched the man. "Do you need help?"
"No, the sponge is doing okay," he said with a tight smile. "I don't want to make you get wet."
"Do stop protesting. I've seen how you reacted to the castle's idea." The boy blushed bright red. "Do you want to contemplate it or not?"
"I don't know! I've never even thought about it before," Xander said with a bit of panic. "I've heard, I've been forced to watch and read by my ex, but I've never tried."
"Then you may ask me questions." He stood up. "Are you sure you don't need help?" Xander nodded. "Then I'll expect you to come out soon and eat. A new tray has appeared." He swept out, going to sit and think.
"Sorry I'm such a twittering virgin," Xander called.
"If that's what you want to call it," Snape called back.
Xander looked down at his wrinkled body. "Yeah, I think I do." He shifted, slowly getting out. He hissed as he stood up but forced himself to towel off. He noticed his robe laying on the bar near the door and grabbed it. "I can't have boxers?" he whispered. None appeared so he shrugged and shuffled into the bedroom. He tried to open his underwear drawer, but it was stuck closed so he gave up and tightened his robe around him, heading out to see what had been brought for dinner. "Soup?" he asked, peering at the tray.
"Broth," Snape corrected, looking over at him. "Wouldn't give you any clothes?"
"No. The drawers were stuck." Xander poured himself a mug of the light broth and brought it to the couch. "It finally gave you your stuff?"
"Yes, there was a reference that led to that second dosage. Try to drink all of it or you'll have to visit the infirmary tomorrow." Xander sipped the broth, swallowing heavily. "If you would like, you can sleep in that new room."
"I might. It's very quiet but the bed is really soft." He drank more of the soup, it was easier now. 'This is good."
"Then have the rest of it. I managed to get some food on my rounds." Xander stood up and waked over slowly. "You're moving better."
"I'm feeling better," Xander admitted. "Did you put something in the soup?" He saw the nod. "Something I should be thankful for or just a home remedy?"
Snape snorted, glaring at the boy. "I do not make home remedies. I added another dose of the desensitizing medicine to it."
"Thank you." Xander poured the rest into his mug and came back. "I keep saying that. I think I owe you my sanity at this point."
Snape looked at him. "Are you sure you are sane?"
Xander grinned. "No. Not usually, but I'm enjoying my insanity." He sipped the soup. "What are we going to do about this thing that the castle wants?" He found himself kissed and stunned. He blinked a few times. "Wow. You do that really well."
"I've had practice over the years," Snape said smugly, settling back into his reading. "Whenever you're ready."
"It may take me a while," Xander said quietly.
"That's fine." Snape turned the page. "As I said, I'm here. Though if we're locked in here again in the morning, we might have to do something drastic."
Xander laughed. "Fine, I'll go on my back so you can get to class." He finished his soup and put the mug down on a nearby table. "You take very good care of me."
Snape looked up at him. "Someone needed to. You don't seem to want to do it yourself."
"I try, but I'm not used to being totally on my own. I've always had someone else around. Willow, Buffy, someone there to be with me so I wasn't totally alone." He looked at the older man. "Now I'm kind of stranded here and I found you and you take their place and then some. It's like a whole party in you." That got a small chuckle. "You are. You talk to me, which is a nice change. You listen to me, which is an even bigger change and I'm seriously liking this being listened to thing. You ask my opinion, all I got asked before was 'does this make me look okay or fat'." Snape shuddered. Xander laughed. "Right before the last battle, we had sixteen girls in one house with me and one bathroom. Most of them teenagers."
"Then you've truly lived through hell. I admire you for not jumping off somewhere high because of it."
"There were days. Dawn, Buffy's little sister, was wonderful about keeping the girls away from me most of the time. She saved my sanity."
"How old is she?"
"She's probably coming up on her fifteen. Maybe sixteen. Sixteen," he said firmly. Snape nodded. "Sometimes I forget. It's like I'm insulated here and there aren't world ending problems or other bad things."
Someone knocked on the door.
"I knew it was too good to last," Xander said wryly. "Sort of like saying 'I wish' on the Hellmouth. Come?" The door opened and Ron walked in. "Hey, it let you in," he said happily.
"He makes you calm, of course it would." He stood up. "I'll read in the other room." He walked away.
Ron opened his mouth and pointed. "The castle trapped us in here earlier when I had another massive pain surge," Xander told him. "Sit, talk, make me calm."
"Why?" Ron asked, sitting close to him. "I bring bad news."
"I figured as much. I was just thinking happy thoughts about Sunnydale." He grinned. "Buffy died?"
"No, injured. She's hiding Dawn. Willow went to get her and my mother's fairly upset. I can't have her at my place."
"I'm not sure I can, but if I can I'll gladly take her in," Xander agreed. "How long?"
"They think a few weeks. The guy stalking her is human. Willow's on the verge of going and thumping him herself so it might only last for another day, we'll have to see."
"Hey, a wonderful change," Xander said happily. "Your mother doesn't like Dawn?"
"She doesn't like surprises like that," Ron told him. "She'll calm down soon." He shifted closer. "You and him?"
Xander shrugged. "I don't know," he admitted.
Ron touched him on one of the dead spots, grinning. "If you do and manage to make him happy, then the whole of the wizarding world will thank you, Xander. He's known to be a bit of a crank."
"He's a nice guy," Xander said.
Ron snorted. "That tells me it's love." He stood up and looked toward the bedroom, projecting his voice. "You had better take care of him, Professor, or I'm going to show you all the evil little tricks I learned hunting those arseholes." He grinned at Xander. "I'm going to spring you this weekend so you can visit with Dawn. That okay?"
"I should be fine by then," Xander agreed happily, nearly wiggling in his seat. "Is she okay?"
"Yeah, just a stalker guy at her new school." He winked. "So of course, the twins came up and bugged her to no end."
"Oh, can I finally meet them!"
"Sure," Ron agreed.
Severus walked to the doorway. "Don't look so excited. They're royal pains in my ass."
"You don't like jokes?" Xander asked, grinning at him.
"Not really, no."
"Then you need to lighten up," Xander said firmly. "I love a *good* joke. One that I'm not the buttmonkey of." He stood up and then wobbled. "I'm okay," he said when Ron moved closer. "It'll be fine soon. The medicine is working." He carefully gave Ron a hug. "Three more days?"
"Three more days." Ron chuckled. "I should tell mum, make her give you the 'be careful' talk."
"If she wants to," Xander agreed.
Ron gave him another hug. "You're my brother, Xander. Relax. If they could accept the insanity that is Willow, they've accepted you." He pulled back. "Now you behave and make the cranky person happy so the rest of us fall at your feet and bow." Xander smiled. "You behave and I'll be back soon. Mum wanted you to know, not to make you take care of the girl. She's a bit of fun that's worth the hell of Willow." He winked. Then turned to the older man. "I meant it."
"I'm sure you did," Snape agreed, leaning against the door frame. "Should I worry about cajoling the castle into making a spot for her?"
"She's not magical," Ron pointed.
"Um, she kind of is, but she's more made of it than anything," Xander told him.
"Is that why she's got that aura?" Xander nodded and Ron sighed. "Mum thought so. What is she?"
"A dimensional key brought to life for protection."
"Well, that'll go over well."
"It's safer if no one knows," Xander said seriously.
"Then I'll just tell mum." The door opened, admitting the Headmaster. "Sorry, sir, but I had to tell him. My mother ordered."
"I understand. The young lady is more than allowed to come up for a weekend if necessary." He smiled at Xander. "I'm aware of what she is."
"Goodie, who will attack her here?"
"Hopefully no one," Dumbledore told him, looking at Snape. "Can you think of anyone who has that grand of ideas?"
"Draco Malfoy," Snape said simply.
"He'd have the skill to manipulate her too," Ron said thoughtfully. "I'll keep her safe, Xander."
"Good. Send her here if he comes near her. I'm going to keep her away from that shit if I have to kill him." Everyone looked at him. "I heard him complaining to his father about the noise I was making. Just complaining, not helping me make less noise or freeing me."
"Of course. He's very much like his father, only smarter," Snape agreed. "Be careful of him, Mr. Weasley. If he thinks she'll benefit him, he'll try to obtain her."
"Oh, I know," Ron said bitterly. "We'll be fine." He winked at Xander. "You behave." He shook the headmaster's hand and left the school.
"Willow's driving him nuts," Xander told the Headmaster.
"I'm not sure how Molly puts up with her," Dumbledore agreed. "She's a bit hyper for our tastes."
"Then I'd hide when I get into hyper mode," Xander warned. "I'm worse."
"I've noticed," Dumbledore assured him. "That's why you won't see much chocolate during this year." He smiled. "We'll help you with that." He looked at Snape. "Do you think you'll make it to class tomorrow?"
"If at all possible," Snape agreed. "Should I worry about this new trouble?"
"No," Xander said, shaking his head. "Dawn's cool. She helped save my sanity." He grinned. "What little is left."
"I'd assume that Ms. Rosenberg managed to erode most of it," Snape told him. Xander giggled. "Was there anything else?"
"This new medicine is working?"
"In double doses. We'll wait to see how well it works in the morning. If necessary, I'll send him to the infirmary during classes so he can be watched over." Xander pouted. "Sit." Xander sat, still pouting. "Just for a day."
"If I have to," Xander sighed. The older men both nodded. "Yes, sir." He looked down at his lap and closed the robe. "I want to take a bath."
"You may try, the medicine may make it feel less painful," Snape said, getting out of his way. He waited until the young man was in there. "Was there anything else?"
Dumbledore stepped closer. "Harm the boy and there is nothing that will keep Rosenberg from following through with her threats, the ones she made when you managed to snap her out of her grief," he said quietly. "There is no way I can protect you from her."
"I don't fear her. I have no reason to."
"Good." Dumbledore looked at the tray. "I'll send up more food." He left, closing the door behind him.
The click of the lock was audible in the quiet room.
"We need a radio," Xander called. He howled, bringing his friend running. "Pain. Warm. Hot." He sank down into the water with more moans, ending as he sat and adjusted. "Ow."
"Then why did you run it so hot?" Snape demanded.
"I didn't. Feel."
Snape ran his hand in the water. "That's nearly ice cold."
"I know. So why does it feel like I'm burning?"
"I don't know, probably a side effect of the sensitivity." He sat on the side of the tub, turning on a tap with the scent they both liked already mixed. "Try some of this. It may soothe your sense of smell." He added a little bit, making the younger man relax. "Breathe deeply and let the scent take it from your mind."
"I thought aromatherapy was hooey."
"Scent is the most effective memory aid. It is the key to many memories." He poured some of the water over the younger man's head. "Relax and let it soothe you. I'll be reading in the next room." Xander nodded, sinking further into the water. Snape stood up and went back to get ready for bed. He'd read in the bed so he could hear if there were any problems. "I care, and I will allow him close," he told himself. "It's safe and he suits me." He settled into his black silk pajamas and sat on top of the covers. The book that the castle kept pushing on them landed on the bed. "Fine, I'll read it," he decided. He could use a brushup on his skills.
Xander lounged in the water, being soothed. He listened to the other man's monologue as he read, shivering at some of the things he was reading out loud. Some of those things sparked pictures in his mind. Some of them made him shake his head. Some of them made him whimper as the erection got painful. He didn't need to do this when he was in hyper-sensitive mode. It would be painful and he'd have to remember that. He looked down at his body. "Calm down. Not tonight, no matter how intrigued you might be."
###
Snape woke up and realized he was being sucked on again. That was odd since Xander had slept in the other room. It had been disconcerting not to be kicked in the middle of the night; he had gotten used to sleeping next to the young man. He used a finger to break the suction. The same spot, that bruise would never go away. He shifted, rolling onto his side. "Xander?" Xander hummed and shifted closer, moving to suck on the hollow of his throat, which was an uncomfortable thing to feel. He broke the suction again, letting the younger man take his finger instead. "One of these days I will figure out why you do that," he said quietly.
Xander blinked as the words made it through to him; he spit out the finger so he could use his mouth. "I didn't go to sleep in here."
"I know. You were sucking again." Xander blinked at him a few times. "Yes, you. What is it about that spot?"
Xander looked at it and it popped into his mind. "That's where vampires bite," he blurted.
"So you want to eat me?" he asked dryly. The boy blushed. "Or do you want to be that sensual?" He traced the puffy lips. "How do you feel?"
"Mildly sensitive, but that doesn't hurt. It's nice."
"Good." He kissed him. "How does that feel?"
Xander blushed again. "Are you going to be late?" Snape looked at the clock then shook his head. "Then can you read some of those things you read last night and explain them to me? I don't think I have the right idea."
"I'd imagine not considering where your education came from," Snape agreed. He picked up the book. "Anything in particular?"
"That touching thing."
"Ah, the beginning." He brushed his finger across the damp lips again. "That is what it was talking about."
"I meant the other touching."
"I see." He opened the book, showing him the page. "That one?" Xander swallowed and nodded. "I hadn't been aware I was reading aloud."
"You were," Xander said, still blushing. "It was kind of neat. You have a wonderful voice. It's calming but arousing at the same time. Smooth, like the best scotch. But there's that steel underneath that lets you know you'll have a hangover when you wake up."
"Thank you." Snape looked down at the book. "Would you rather I read or showed you?"
"Can we do both?"
"If you'd like." He looked down at the page. "This section is about touching your partner. When and where to touch and how soft or gentle you should be." Xander nodded, shifting closer until he was resting against his shoulder. "You'd rather I read to you?"
"I'd like that for now, until I'm ready to try."
"That's acceptable for the moment." He cleared his throat. "There is a point in each liaison where you must touch your lover. At that point, it is imperative that you consider what sort of touching you want to do. Soft or gentle? Hard, grabbing touches or the gentle dragging of fingertips across the tensed skin." A fingertip traced the mark on his throat. He coughed. "After you've decided what sort of encounter this will be, you should start with a simple kiss and one hand gently stroking. Unless this is the most violent of encounters, a gentle stroking would be the best place to start. Seeing how your lover reacts..." His breath caught when the fingertip was replace by lips and a tongue. "You're skipping ahead."
"Sorry." Xander shifted, going to his knees. "I'm fascinated by that mark I made. I feel like it's right that it's there, but there's something wrong with it too."
"It could be a claim marking," Severus said quietly. He touched it himself. "Willow did mention your possession."
"She would," Xander snorted. "She attributes a lot to that." He looked in the dark eyes. "It's not true. I went primal because of the pain. Pain makes me crankier than you without a student to terrorize." That got a short laugh. "Have you decided who to terrorize this year?"
"Not yet. I'm waiting to see who causes the most disaster during their first class. It usually is a Gryffindor." As he was talking, the lips reattached themselves to his neck, sucking gently. "Switch lower. I get enough gaff from that one being visible." The sucking continued but a hand came up to fumble with the buttons covering his stomach. He unbuttoned his top for Xander, and the hand started to stroke his stomach. "If this is a claiming ritual, I'd prefer to know so I can participate."
"Shh."
"Fine." He laid there, letting his stomach be stroked and his throat be sucked on, until he felt the skin break. "Harris," he growled. Xander licked the wound, then sniffed his shoulder. "Are you sure you're not acting like an animal?"
"I never got to do this with the others," Xander whispered. "It's new and exciting. You smell different in different areas." He licked across a small pectoral rise, then headed lower, licking across the nipple. That earned a hiss. The hand that came up to hold him there was evaded as he moved down to the hard stomach, nosing and licking across the hard flesh. "This is exciting."
"It is for me as well, but I'd like to do the same."
Xander looked up at him. "Why? You've done this before."
"Not in a while and each lover is different."
"Really?"
Severus nodded. "Everyone has different triggers and spots that arouse and annoy them. Haven't your women friends reacted differently?"
Xander sat back and thought about it. "Faith was too fast for me to touch her. She climbed on top and rode me. Cordy was more groping and kissing, we never got that far. Anya was all about her pleasure and she let me come on occasion." He shrugged. "She was a lot like Faith."
Severus groaned and pulled the boy back down. "Then I'll teach you myself. It may be the only thing saving me from having to tie you down and taking you." Xander's eyes widened. "Would you like that?" Xander shook his head slowly. "Are you sure?"
Xander nodded. "I don't like being tied up. I know that very well. I don't want those nightmares."
Snape pulled back. "Who tied you up wrongly?"
"Spike. Angelus. A few minions at one time." The older man looked at him in shock. "It's the Hellmouth, what did you expect?"
"You know Spike and Angelus?"
"Yeah. Ron met Spike too. He pretended to be him for a while so he could help with the last battle." He shrugged. "Angelus was a lot nicer when he had a soul and was dating Buffy, but he was always cryptic stalker guy."
"I see." He traced over the red lips. "Did they hurt you?"
"Spike and I picked on each other, it was nice because he traded insults instead of insulting me."
"Very well. I won't tie you up until you deserve it." He kissed him again. "May I explore now?"
Xander flipped them over. "No." He went back to his sniffing and exploring, tasting and kissing here and there. He added another hickey under his new lover's right nipple, making him moan. When he came back to the waistband of the pajama bottoms for the third time, he decided he was ready. "Can I do something about these?" he asked.
"Take them off," Severus agreed, panting now. He lifted his hips and let them be pulled off.
Xander looked at the hard cock. "It's not much different than mine." He started to carefully explore, being careful not to suck too hard or to nose too hard against something. His head was stopped when he licked the crown of the penis, making him look up. "Can't I sniff?"
"You're teasing," Severus warned. "I loathe teasing."
"Okay." He shrugged and licked harder, trying what he had wondered about. The sucking thing wasn't that great, his teeth got in the way, but the licking seemed to be liked. When the first spurt came it caught him by surprise but he shrugged again and tasted that too. He wanted to know all about this man in front of him. He had said scent was the most important memory maker so he continued to sniff his lover's body, making him groan. "Are you in pain?"
"No, wanting you back here so I can reciprocate." He grabbed Xander by the arms and pulled him up. Xander winced. "I'm sorry."
"It's okay, it wasn't that painful, not really," he said quickly. "I can deal with that amount of pain easily."
"Your earlier life makes me wonder why you weren't taken from your family."
"They tried but my mother quit drinking for a few weeks and they gave me back," Xander said honestly. His lover looked down at him in shock. "An over-stressed system and I wasn't that badly off. There were kids who were being beaten to death. My parents were decent compared to some so I was ignored." He shifted. "Can we talk about something happier before I get out of the mood?"
"Of course. We'll continue it later." Xander groaned so he decided to go back to the prior topic. He bent down and nipped at Xander's neck, making him groan, arch up, and tip his head back in the ultimate submissive gesture. He did it again and Xander went limp under him, relaxing totally in his presence for the first time. "Well," he said with a smile. "Do you like that?"
"Yes."
"Good." He continued, nipping at random intervals. The one time he did it too hard, the boy threw him off as he bent over in pain. "I'm sorry, I forgot." He stroked the hard back. "I had forgotten that you have a very sensitive spot on your stomach where the curses hit you." Xander started to relax. "Would you like to end this?" The boy flopped onto his back and looked at him, shaking his head. He looked down the taut body, noticing the hardness. "Do you like the pain?"
"No."
"Then why are you hard?"
"Because of the way you're looking at me and because you apologized," Xander said simply.
"If that wench were still alive, I'd kill her for you," he noted with some humor.
"I'd have to stop you," Xander pointed out. "I have to be thankful for her if for no other reason than she built up my stamina and my threshold for embarrassment."
"How did she do that?"
"She told everyone about our sex lives at the top of her lungs almost every day."
"Praise hopefully?"
"Not always," he admitted. "Can we go back to the fun things?"
"In a moment. What sort of stamina did she force you to attain?"
"She once put me in a cock ring and tried to make me beg for nine hours. I fell asleep on her and didn't have any pain when she woke me back up and took it off the next morning. Even before I came."
Snape looked impressed. "Did you have some sort of malfunction back then? A dead nerve or two?"
"No, I was bored. She wasn't trying her hardest."
Snape blinked a few times. He looked down at the lessening hardness and nipped him on the shoulder, watching as it reinflated when the young man moaned. "Let's see if I can break her training."
"Why?" Xander asked breathlessly.
"Because what she did was ruin you for other lovers. I'd prefer you to be able to hold off for a bit but have to give in to it eventually, when it drove you wild."
"Oh. I remember that." He grinned. "I'm for that, I enjoyed it back then."
"Then we'll have to help you reach that state again. Doing otherwise will be horrible for the both of us." Xander nodded and spread himself out a bit more for him to explore on. "Thank you." He worked his way down the hard body, enjoying the moans. He was sure to be gentle this time, learning what had happened had changed his entire outlook on this young man. When he made it to the hard and weeping cock, he stopped to appreciate it. Circumcised, wider than average, about average in length. Two small wounds. He would ask about those *after* he was done. He took a long lick of it and Xander nearly came off the bed. "I see you do enjoy some things."
"Yeah! Haven't had those in over a year," Xander panted. "More, please?"
"If you wish."
"I never say that word," Xander said seriously.
"Then how about desire?" he asked with a smile.
"I like that word," Xander admitted, shifting his hips. "Please, Severus?"
"Of course." He took another lick and the cock firmed more in his hand. He could feel the pulse in the flesh. He could smell the odor that meant he was going to come. He wasn't ready for that yet though, so he moved back to explore further. "Did she ever touch you back here?"
"Anya was afraid of bunnies and bodily functions that didn't involve sex. She tried to get me to agree to an enema, but after the one I got in the hospital once I wasn't going there."
"Excellent." He touched the outer ring, making him shiver. "Do you like?"
"When I'm in this state, I babble, I beg, I plead, and I'd agree to be killed during sex," Xander babbled. "I'll even beg cutely and give puppy eyes." A finger breaching him made him quit talking and whimper instead. "Thank you."
"You're welcome." He searched and found the small prostate, smiling as he manipulated it.
"Sev!" Xander shouted, writhing under him. "Please? I wasn't mean!"
"You were, but I'll forgive you for now," he said, using his free hand to stroke the hard cock. Xander groaned and came, going limp. "There, that's better," he decided. He reached into his returned bedside table and found a small tube of gel that he used when he massaged out his own pain surges, pulling it out to use it. "Would you like more?"
"As long as I don't make you late, I'm for anything you want," Xander said honestly, with enough worship in his voice to make his lover feel like he was a God. He could see it in his face. "What did you want to do?"
"I wanted to take you and make you howl again," Severus said honestly.
"Okay. Will it hurt?"
"A bit, I'll do my best to make sure it's pleasurable." He added some slickness to his finger and started the stretching process. He glanced at the clock and mentally swore, he could miss breakfast. He shifted to his thumb, watching his lover for any signs of uncomfortable moments. His hyper-sensitivity could make this wonderful or horrible and they'd never do it again. He was careful to be extremely gentle. By the time he got up to a wide enough girth, it was the middle of breakfast and they'd have to make this a bit quicker than he wanted if he wanted to bathe as well, but that would probably be fine. Xander was vibrating under his hands and shouted in pleasure when he sunk in as slowly as he could. "You enjoy this?"
"More than I ever did taking someone," he admitted, shifting so he was more comfortable. "More, Severus."
"That's all of me there is," he told him. "Relax, I'll make it much better." He started to stroke out, but the firm legs clamped around him. "I was coming back. Just like you used to do."
"It's involuntary."
"That's quite the compliment." He pushed back in and Xander yelled again, throwing his head back. "You are the most enthusiastic lover I've ever had, and quite possibly the loudest ever." Xander laughed at his compliment. "Let it out, I'm sure the castle has soundproofed the room." He felt the soundproofing spell take hold and pulled out, moving back in more firmly. Xander whimpered and shifted again. "Would you like something different?"
"I want to try it like I saw in the movies." He pulled off and flipped onto his stomach, putting a pillow under his hips. "Please?"
"You don't want to see me?"
"Later," Xander said with a bright smile. "Right now, I want more. I want to feel and experience and enjoy. Later I want to look and be mushy."
"That's suitable to me," Severus agreed, thrusting back in as hard as he could. Xander yelled again, but it was still in pleasure. "Either go up on your hands or go totally onto your chest and spread your arms out," he instructed, hoping it was the later. The boy looked so good, so delicious, when he was in submissive poses. The boy did as he hoped and he sped up, going as hard and as fast as he could. The yelling continued and Xander started to work back against him, starting to whimper on the outstroke. It was slowly getting to be too much. There was something about a vocal lover that he had always enjoyed. He felt himself losing control and leaned over, licking up the sweat that was pooling around the young man's shoulder blades. The longish hair tickled his nose and he grabbed hold of it with one hand, making him groan. "Yell my name," he hissed.
"Severus," Xander whimpered.
"I said yell."
"More, please!" he begged. He pushed back and got slammed into. "Thank you!" he screamed, panting. "Severus, please!"
Severus let go of the hair and grabbed the hips hard enough to leave bruises, taking control of everything. The boy got off first, sending him crashing into orgasm and breathing spasms. He fell across the limp body, panting to regain his breath. "I've never been that enthusiastic before," he said gently, stroking over the shaking arms. "Are you all right?" Xander mumbled something and he laughed, shifting off his body. The boy tried to keep him by tensing up but he was too limp for it to work. "We can do so again later," he soothed, rubbing the shaking back. "Xander?"
"Present."
He laughed. "That's good. I didn't want to think I had imagined you." Xander turned his head to look at him. "Wouldn't you like to get more comfortable?"
"You liked to cuddle?" he asked hopefully.
"I consider a natural end to the act of lovemaking." He nearly slapped himself.
"Yeah, me too," Xander said with the goofiest of grins. He moved the pillow and curled up around his lover's side. "We're late," he announced, looking at the clock.
"As soon as I can move, I'll get us into the shower and we'll head to class. We can probably find some food before long. You're helping me today."
"Good." Xander yawned. "I think I need a nap."
"If you do, you're going to be very late." Snape looked down and saw the closed eyes and the same goofy grin. "It's the first time in nearly fifteen years. He can run a studyhall." He heard a laugh and groaned. "Rosenberg," he said in disgust.
"Not the Willow," Xander murmured.
"Then who was it?"
"I don't know. Probably the painting." Xander rubbed his cheek against the warm side, then bit him. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. As usual." He slid out of the bed, leaving him there. "Let me bathe and I'll let you have the water."
"Okay." Xander curled up around the dirty pillow. "I'm napping."
Severus shook his head as he walked away, heading to check the living room and then seeing no one took a shower. He came out and found Xander in the same position. "I think it cured him," he said, sounding amazed. "Xander?" Xander hummed. "You have to get up, you're late," he told him. The boy climbed out of the bed and stumbled into the bathroom, getting into the shower. "Wake up!" he called, louder.
"Am," Xander replied.
"Good." Snape got himself dressed, trying to cover up the lurid bite on his neck. "I look like I was mauled by a wildman," he told himself. He looked over as Xander came out of the bathroom, heading for the bed. "You have class, Mr. Harris."
"Yes, Professor Snape," Xander said lightly, heading for the closet. He smiled at him. "Is that what you wanted?"
"At least until you finish your studies." He gave him one last kiss then left to go to his first class. It was nearly done but he could intimidate them. He found the Headmaster sitting behind his desk. "Sorry I'm late."
"Did he thank you again?" Dumbledore asked, blatantly staring at his neck.
Snape glared. "That is one phrase I will eliminate from his vocabulary. I don't want to hear it from you either."
"Fine. Your class is reading the first chapter." He stood up, letting the man have his chair. "He has Minerva in two classes. See that he eats something, Professor Snape."
"As I always do." He watched as the infuriating man walked out of his classroom. Then he looked at the class itself. One boy had his hand raised. Third years, what a chore. "Yes?" he said shortly.
"Sir, were you attacked by something?" he asked. "You look like you've just fought and you've got bruises."
"I'm fine and no I wasn't attacked. Read." The boy bent his head down and went back to the book. He sat there and thought about what had happened. Yes, he was going to have to get the boy to quit thanking him. And to grow his hair. He didn't seem to mind when he grabbed it. He looked over as Xander walked in. "You have McGonagall in two classes."
"Yes, sir." He sat down beside the desk. "Should I try to do something?"
"Not at the moment. I was about to send for food. What do you want to eat?"
"Something soft and sweet?" Xander asked hopefully.
"Your hyperactivity won't be my punishment so I'll allow it." He summoned Slytherin's house elf. "We'll require breakfast. He wanted pastries if there are any." The elf nodded and disappeared, coming back with a small tray. He nodded that it was acceptable and the thing left them alone. The bell rang. "Leave." The class hurried out. They had at least three minutes before they were interrupted. "Xander, I want to request something." Xander looked at him as he nibbled on a danish. "I want you to quit thanking me. It makes me feel odd, like I'm your Master and you're my submissive."
"I can try," Xander agreed. "I'm not that submissive."
Severus cheered internally. "I'm sure you'll find your dominant streak once you're more used to things." Xander nodded. "Would you consent to grow your hair?"
"I can do that too," Xander agreed. "How long?"
"Not too long, I don't think you'd look good with hair as long as the Headmaster's. Just to your shoulders maybe?"
"Okay." He snatched another danish and licked it. "It gets wavy."
"Really?" Xander nodded, stopping when a student walked in. "Sit," Snape ordered. The student took a seat. "Where is everyone else?"
"Getting lost, sir."
"Then they should be here soon."
"There was some sort of ghost showing us the way but I got lost."
Xander gave the guy a sympathetic look. "I've gotten lost as well, but I find the most interesting rooms when I do. I found one with a whole lot of jewelry in it last week."
"Really?" Snape asked, looking at him. "Good jewelry or costume stuff?"
"Real from what I could tell." Xander looked out the door. "I think it might have been Peeves." He stood up and walked to the wall, touching it. "Would you mind making Peeves come here?" The castle didn't respond. "How about I get to tease the students?" The doorway across from them opened and the students walked through it. "Thank you, castle. You're so great. I really like your suggestions. You were right." The wall shivered and got warm. "Thank you," he whispered.
One girl looked at him. "Are you nutters?"
Xander looked at her, looking down at her. "No. The school is sentient and magic. If you had a clue about anything, you'd be making friends with it too." He glared at her and she shifted away. He cleared his throat as the talking started. "You will pay attention to Professor Snape, the same as you would the other teachers," he said coldly. "Professor Snape is one of the toughest teachers in here, but the most worthwhile to learn from outside of McGonagall. If you disrespect him, I'll have your rooms disappear." The first years hunkered down and glanced at him, but they were quiet. "Professor Snape, do you need more help?" he asked, smiling at him.
"No, that's quite enough. Come finish these eggs, but leave me the scones and some coffee."
"Yes, sir." He hurried over to eat more. He was really hungry from earlier. He'd have to remember to start working out so he didn't gain weight - he wasn't giving up this new thing unless he was kicked out of their bed and not let back in. He'd have to share this with Ron!
%%%
Xander laughed at that observation. His lover had written a nasty comment after it. Little did he know that Ron knew most everything without having the particulars. Ron didn't like the particulars, him or Dawn. Not that he wanted the particulars of Dawn and Ron's life together, but they shared enough to make sure the other was happy. He glanced down again and saw the open eyes. "Hi."
"What time is it?"
Xander glanced at the clock. "A little after four." He leaned down for a kiss. "I was going to give the book to Ron for his birthday."
"I'm sure he'll enjoy figuring out it wasn't his fault. He still glares at me."
"You made his teen years a living hell, Severus. Of course he does. He's still scared of you." He stole another kiss. "I know you enjoy every minute of it too."
"I do," Severus agreed, pulling Xander back down. "Are you in pain?"
"No, but I wouldn't mind taking the special cure anyway," he said with his most cheeky voice.
"You and your wanton nature," Severus teased, but his eyes were glinting in the near dark. "What would you like tonight?"
Xander put the book down and slid against his lover's firm body. "I want it all and you know it. But I'll settle for having you make me pass out like you did on our tenth anniversary." He heard the contented noise. "I even left my hair down for you."
"I noticed." He touched the loose hair. "Did you prepare yourself?"
"After I woke up and couldn't fall back to sleep." He licked his lover's nose, earning a swat on the rear. "I deserved that, but I want more and I'll have to take it if you won't give it to me." He positioned himself and slid down the hard cock, impaling himself. "I still liked that first position, but there are advantages to this one."
"Yes, I get to watch you do all the work," Severus teased, playing with the ticklish sides. Xander wiggled and started to bounce on him. "You and your eternal energy."
"I had a sweet tart while I was waiting for the enema water to warm."
"A single piece or a roll?"
Xander gave him a smirk. "Wouldn't you like to know?" He was pulled off and put onto his stomach, his lover taking him that way instead. "Oh, come on, I wanted to watch you this time."
"I want to wear out that damnable energy reserve you have so we can both sleep before work tomorrow. You have to deal with the plumbing again."
Xander laughed. "I'll tell it how big and how strong it is again. It'll dilate and everything will be fine. The castle likes to think of its pipes as its dicks." A hard thrust made him bite his tongue before he screamed. They couldn't wake up the neighbors. He had to keep repeating to himself. His hands searched under the pillows, coming up with his wand. "Silencio!" he called, pointing at the walls. There, now he could howl all he wanted. Or all his lover wanted. Severus spanked him, making him scream and thrash under him. The thrusting picked up and he started to fist his own cock but his hand was knocked away. "Please?"
"I like it when you beg," Severus told him, biting him on the shoulder. He pulled the younger man up, sitting him in his lap. "Now ride me, boy."
"Yes, sir," he said, bouncing to his heart's content. Or at least until he came the first time. He slumped back against the hard chest. "More, please, sir?"
"You beg very prettily," Severus assured him. "I should be nice and give you much more." He thrust up and Xander groaned, spreading his hips to get him deeper. "But I should punish you for eating sweets as well. Whatever shall we do?"
"Gag and chains?" Xander suggested. "I liked it the last time."
"I didn't. I enjoy hearing you scream." He thrust up again, slowly this time. Xander whimpered and whined in his throat. "Do you want to have more?" Xander nodded quickly. "Then quit making puppy noises at me." The whimpering stopped. "Thank you. I hate it when you do that."
"Unless I'm so far gone that I can't scream and do it in your ear," Xander offered, sounding like he was begging. "Please, Sev? I'll do anything. You know that."
"Yes, I do," he said with a delighted, yet evil sounding chuckle. "You are mine."
"Yup, all yours," Xander agreed. "Your toy. Your slut on special occasions. Your lover the rest of the time. Please? Before I get too horny and ask the school to make one of those penis- looking growths again like it did last year?"
"If I find the castle trying to take what is mine, I will rip it down," Severus snarled. Though it had been amusing, the walls had grown a few penises when he had punished Xander by withholding sex. They were quite anatomically correct as well. Fortunately, he only found his lover *stroking* one, not mounted on one. He pushed the boy back down, starting to ride him again. "Arms out." Xander spread himself out, taking up their favorite submissive position. "Good boy."
"Thank you, sir." That earned him another spank. "Sorry, Severus. You can take my chocolate frogs for two days."
"Yes, I will, and the rest of your candy as well." He grabbed the bony hips and rode him as hard as he could, making Xander scream and thrash under him. He enjoyed the noise, it was still good to hear. He finally came after Xander did for the third time, showing he had the better self- control. When he allowed himself to relax, he found Xander asleep under him. Or unconscious. He checked to make sure he was breathing, then settled in beside him. Now he could go back to sleep. He pushed that blasted bear onto the floor and curled up against his lover's back. "Much better," he purred. Xander rubbed his rear against his stomach so he bit him on the neck. "Calm yourself. You can have more in the morning." Xander hummed and settled down to sleep.
Severus smiled. His life was good.
The End.
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