Part Nine
March, 1976

On most days, Sirius Black consults James Potterdeffecting an idea. On most days, great tragedio no
occur from simple lack of coordination, planning,revision, or some arbitrary combination of bo@®n some
days, however, Sirius Black skips the consultattep and moves directly into action. He often regitdater.
Most of Hogwarts often regrets it later. This ise@uch day.

"Where is he, Black?" Snape asks. The light inhlévay is most unflattering to his complexion, wax
yellow, unclean. He runs his spindly yellow fing#nsough his hair, which separates greasily intbvialual,
thick strands over his forehead. Sirius shuddésother night of debauchery for the two of you? IRga
really. Youare a bad influence."

"He's off shagging your mum, Snivellus, since | giok of her fat saggy arse,” Sirius says casuedling up
his sleeves with great deliberation and care. "\you care? Just hoping he was in the showerssoquld
catch a quick peek?"

"You're one to talk,” Snape drawls. "Trailing arduafter him like a little puppy, trying to contr@ho he talks
to, what he does, with whom heakes nicelt's pathetic.”

"A state of being you knowll about, after all.” Sirius hopes, very much, thad® will take just two steps
closer and give him a good excuse to punch hint rigthe nose. It really does present an awfuliggang
target, all shiny and out there. He does not, h@neatrow punches that require any kind of awkwsetilip, so
he's willing to bide his time until Snape makesasy for him which, as Snape learns quickly and, weght
not happen without further provocation. "Do | dét@aote of jealousy in your dulcéiarmoniouswvhining?"

Snape snorts. "Don't worry, Black. Yauysare safe." He gathers his things up into his aayss shifting to
uncover the safest, most feasible escape routas $rproud to note there isn't one, unless Sisapéling to
venture just close enough to be in range.

"Don't know about you, Snivellus, but some of ugehtrsiends. We call them friends; they call usrids; it's a
mutual relationship in which we are friendly. Vexymplicated. Tough for you, isn't it? Well, keeping.
You'll figure it out someday."

"Oh, I'will figure it out,” Snape says, very softly, while hlack eyes flick up to Sirius's, cold and hatefll.
don't know yet, but | will figure it out. And whédrdo, this whole school will. promiseyou that."

"Well, the student body will be itching to know whgou unlock the mysteries of 'friendship,™ Sirass/s
easily, but a chill crawls down his spine.
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"l think you know what I'm talking about,” Snapeg/sa

"l think you're a loony," Sirius says, "and you dée find a hobby." He saunters a little closeacting his
knuckles. "A hobby other than getting the shit kidlout of you by me because you can't shut up abmgs
that are not your business."

"Not my business, hmm." Snape grins mirthlesslyiat, spidery fingers closing around his books, apels the
space between Sirius and the wall like he mightdrgreak through it. Sirius is still trying to dée whether,
when the inevitable happens, he will a) stick ofda and let Snape go flying, or b) try the riskoait probably
more rewarding method of lunging sideways and frapfnape between himself and a wall, when Snags, ad
"I'm going to follow him. I know where he goes, dihd going to find out what he does. And then yaalll be
sorry."

Sirius snorts and rolls his eyes. "Oh, right. Beeayou know so much. Why don't you go jab your hetx
that big knot on the Whomping Willow, if you're bmody curious?" It would be wonderful, Sirius tké) to
watch an inanimate object like a tree share ifjdfiehat is giving Snivellus a thumping.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Sirius can alneastte cogs whirring behind Snape's narrow, dagk,ehe
calculations, the speculations, spiraling to arottohate conclusion. Snape is already clingindnéotiny
crumbs of information with the desperation of tteang. Pathetic. Hopeless. Morbidly fascinatinigw
strange the unsocialized are, eager and withdrawnae, always unsure of how to stand or what, thxateir
faces are doing on the outside.

"It's supposed to mean you should save me thelgguBirius replies, "of bashing your pointy litthead in for
you."

"No," Snape says. "The Whomping Willow. That's whke is, isn't he. Right now." His eyes dart to ofithe
slope-arched windows along the outer hallway, whieeesun is dripping low on the horizon.

"And what if it is?" Sirius says slyly. "Think yoe'man enough to handle him after hours, is tRat it

"You're up to something," Snape hisses, "you'venhgeto something for years. Just because no sed<l
smart enough to notice what's happening right utidEr noses doesn't mean | don't see it. | do."”

"Surprising," Sirius grins, "considering how hatdnust be to see anything undleat nose."

"Very funny,"” Snape snarls. "We'll see who endsayghing."

"Oh, me," Sirius says matter-of-factly. "l can se@yh great confidence that it will be me."

"Well, if you like -- Rictusemprd! Snape yells, suddenly yanking out his wand out@fhere. Sirius ducks to
the side and the curse fizzles harmlessly agaiesivall, but Snape takes advantage of the distrabdi speed

out of the hallway as fast as his little legs camchim.

Sirius regards him in some surprise, ponders higngawords, and then howls after his retreatingt$teps,
"Look out for the stairs, they've just been moppedid is gratified to hear a series of painful-sting crashes
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followed a torrent of very creative Pureblood carse

Lovely evening, he thinks, and strolls out of tlaway, whistling.

*k%k

"You saidwhatto wha?!" James shrieks, yanking himself up by his owin. HAnd he didwhat!"

"Poke the willow, Snape, fell down the stairs,"i&rsays, regarding him with innocent surprise.dAms
was...bad?"

"Bad?! Fucking -- fuck, Padfoot! Fucking fuck!" Jagiface has turned a remarkable shade of puriples S
squints at it, intrigued.

"Oh, come on, it's not like he'll actually do itywhs just winding him up--"
"How can you be so stupid?! Were you always thipist? Wormtail, back me up--"

"You're stupid,” Peter says to Sirius, saucer-eltaslas a look that was once oddly appealing, ctilcnd

round-cheeked, but now seems somehow disturbinur&lly, Sirius might also be put off because & th
statement coupled with it. No one likes to be chfiupid by someone whose eyes look like they fgelon
underneath the cups at high tea. "Wow," Peter &sldsis cuffs him on the ear.

"Really," he mutters, "I don't see why you're maksuch a big deal out of it. Calm down. Sit dowiteN
underwear, by the way, is that new?" Sirius flop&d into a chair, folding his arms behind his haad
closing his eyes with a satisfied sigh. "Relaxv8hus'll go out there, get his face whacked irthey Willow,
have his nose re-done, and everyone goes home .Hagimyt know why you're inventing colors on ydace."

"Because what if he gets through?" James splutters.
"You think Snivelluscan gethrougt?" Sirius scoffs. "Not bloody likely. The Willow'knock him from here to
Sunday. It's a good tree. It knows what sort ofgbed wants crawling through it and what sort ebple

should get their honking great noses knocked off."

"Sirius!" James snaps, flailing his arms in frohBarius' face. "Siriushe could get throughYou told himhow
to get throughYou gave hindirections"

"He might just do what we did, the first time," Beadds. "Remember? Picked up a big stick and pakid
until we hit it right. Kept out of range of the Imzhes and you even said it yourself, easiest breg&u ever
managed."”

Sirius cracks one eye open, pondering this. "Weitih't tell himwhich knot to poke," he rationalizes. "I just
said he should hit it with his head. Clearly nsuggestion to take seriously."

"But what if he doesJames insists. "Think, Siriudyink."
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"Do you really think that's possible?" Sirius swargs legs onto the floor, scratching his chin. oo know, |
think I've got hair on my chin. No, seriously. Go. &eel it." James looks, for a moment, as if gelag to hall
off and punch Sirius in the face. Sirius blanchdsi@expression, pulling back. "The hell's goti@o you?"
Sirius demands, an angry flush coming over his kéedt's like everyone's gone mad here but me!"

"You're the one who's mad," James snaps, stilirfGai"You told Snape where Moony is, Sirius. st a
game, it's not a joke, it isn't clever or funnyeu could get Snape killed!"

"Evans is rubbing off on you, mate," Sirius muttéfs a bad way."

James puts his hands on Sirius's shoulders, loaldngserious. He might look more serious if heewsgearing
more than a pair of underwear and his hair waéirstiaky-out over one ear. "Padfothink for a second. What
if Snape gets through? Let alone if he gets hurtaMdappens to Moony 8everus Snagends out what's
going on? Two seconds. Shut up and think about it."

Sirius shuts up and thinks about it.

"l -- he won't get in," he says, but uncertainlygdahen, "oh, shit."

"You're bloody right, oh shit," James says furigusPads, there's pranks, and there's pranks."

"It wasn't a prank even!" Sirius protests weakdgling slightly lightheaded. "If it had been a gedid've put a
bucket of water over the door or made the treeviagn he pushed it or something. Anything. Thismtasven

-- it was just a&commernt’

"What if they put Moony down?" Peter wonders aldldke once, my old pet Kneazle bit my Aunt Esther
right on the arm, and we had to--"

"Shutup, Peter!" Sirius and James yell in unison.

"Well | was just," Peter begins. Sirius takes hiyrtliee top of his head and neatly sits him down athair,
then flicks him right between the eyes. "That Hurt!

"Shut up,” Sirius says. "Shut up, sit down, and'tmove. We have to think, and the sound of youce/dsn't
helping."

"Well it's not my fault,” Peter mutters. He croskésarms over his chest, glowering at the far wall
"S0." Sirius turns on James. "Thirfkaink man,think!"
"l can't think if you're shouting at me!" Jameslakus. "Just -- all right. Whagxactly did you tell Snape?"

"Well," Sirius says. "First we got into it aboutobaother's mothers, and then we got into it abextgth
Remus, | think--"

"Not that part,"” James explains. The tips of hisdeave turned the same shade of mauve as hisandse
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cheeks.

"You're all splotchy,"” Peter mumbles. No one payg attention.

"Oh, right, right." Sirius pulls one sock off andldis it out to Peter. "For your mouth," he insteu¢te turns
back to James, running his fingers distractedlgugh his hair. "You meant the relevant parts. Ust.jUhm.
No, I've got it. All right so then | said -- "Whyd't you go jab your head into that big knot on\Wleomping
Willow, if you're so bloody curious?' And he saidHat's that supposed to mean' and | said somed#tiogt
how it would save me the trouble of smashing hedhe for him and thehefigured that's where Remus was,
the Willow, and how he was going to figure out whvat were up to once and for all with one of those
expressions, like he's so brilliant. Well, if hetsbrilliant, why can't he figure out how to usasipoo, that's
what | want to know."

"The relevant parts." James holds Sirius tighti®yghoulders, shaking him to punctuate each waitk."
Relevant. Parts. Please."

"And then he stormed off and fell down the stand for all we know he could be with Madam Pomfright
now!" Sirius finishes. "Completely incapacitateaigosing no threat."

"The stairs wouldn't stop him," James says grimly.
"No," Sirius groans. "Stupid fucking sailboat-nos#gtherinbastard"

"We have to stop him," Peter pipes up from therglaaid then quails and stuffs the sock into his tmedhen
Sirius whirls on him.

"Stop him? Stop hirhow? What do you want us to do?"
"Go after him," James decides. "That's how."

"Oh, no, thanks very much," Sirius says in shodttiedust. "Risk my neck so Snape may or may notkied
from a hypothetical beating?"

"Have you been paying any attentiorali?! Risk your neck so Moony won't hurt Snape andwoun't have
caused the biggest disaster of our relatively dhas! Hand me my trousers, they're over thatrchai

Sirius does, automatically, but something is naggibhis mind. "Prongs, how are we going to staopi

"I don't know," James admits. There's a sort dif sitlal rage behind his words, that strange anlgat he gets
where he goes cold and very calm and very quietu"¥hould have thought of that before you went ingn
your mouth off about someone else's secrets. 1 baleve you."

"l didn't," Sirius protests. "You're not being fair

"You did," barks James, whipping around and shoving his iiato Sirius's. "You did, all right? You didn't
mean to, and who doesn't like the thought of Srpgting destroyed by a tree, and | understand how i
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happened, but the point is you ran your mouth éf aowother peopleare going to pay for it. So be quiet and
deal with it" There is a short, very silent pause, and theadus, "and the fucking zipper is jammed on these
fucking jeans.”

"They can't be stuck." Sirius stares down at Jaftyesr rather James' fingers struggling with Jahfly, and
shakes his head. James, indulging in his sometpaedgul penchant for heroics one second, and skingtp
zip up his trousers the next. It's almost funnyiuSiattempts a laugh that wilts immediately onlips, and
sticks for the next few minutes deep down in hisdh

"Hell." James has developed that struggling, clumsyetaspn that only comes about in moments of dire
need, restless panic, and certain doom. He hdeehiag that his fingers have suddenly turned saasages,
for all they're listening to him. The zipper, stumkitself, stuck on trouser fabric, stuck on hislerwear,
refuses to move until, at last, with Herculean effbe rips the fly free completely. "Sirius," Jasvsays, deadly
quiet, "my trousers are in two pieces. Give me yoausers."

"I'm not giving you my trousers!" Sirius object$ll"go!"
"And do what?" Peter asks around his sock.

"I told him not to talk,” Sirius snaps, pointing aaocusing finger first at Peter, then at Jamewldlhim not to
talk!"

"And do what?" James repeats. His jaw is tightdlarthe edges, twisting the corners of his mouth.

"Youdon't even know what you're going to do!" Siriapledes. "You just want to -- you just want my [Egbd
you can run out their first and play hero, clearaliphe messes, be James Potter, the only onecainclean up
the messes other people leave. Welbh't have it'Wearhis trousers!"

"As what," James snaps, temper and frustration mgatkim tactless, "a very short poncho?" Peter gdete,
and then red, and then very small in his cham ‘gbing to the bloody Willow, I'm going to haul $maback by
the neck if | have to, and you can stand theredikédiot or you can help, because I'm going. bkbn
trousers." James, considering these epic final sy@pins around and hurtles out the door. Sirigsuges after
him, mouth open, stares at Peter, stares at the alod then his face goes tight.

"Fuck all!" Without waiting to confuse himself finer, he breaks into a run after James, yankingabket over
his shoulders.

"Bloody--" Peter says to no one, and sends a padigkance out the window, at his own hands, at the
abandoned sock. "What now?"

*kk

The moon has risen high in the sky as James makasside and finally kicks his useless pants aff@amy
down about his ankles. "Bloody hell," he muttersitoself. "Stupid bloody pants, stupid bloody Sstistupid
bloody Severus Snape." He stops for a minute, ngnhis fingers miserably through his hair, legsidalthe
chill night air. "Bloody willow," he adds, "bloodyll moons, bloody werewolves, bloody hell."
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"You're repeating yourself," Sirius pants, runnupgbehind him. "And wasting valuable time."

"l don't know what to do," James mutters. He crdnesieck forward, peering off into the distands.the
Willow moving? Is it still moving? | can't see."

"Neither can I." Sirius makes a low, desperate doU@loser," he decides, "we have to get closer."
"We can't get caught,” James adds. "Stick to #estrStick to the shadows."

"I'm not an idiot," Sirius scoffs. "I can figureatout for myself."

James’s only reply is an arched brow directed @isSfrom just over his shoulder.

"Save it," Sirius snaps. "Just--save it. Should-weou know. Should we?"

"No," James says, a little distantly, already mglarplan. Whether it's a good plan or not, Siraustdamagine.
It's terrible, not knowing. "Won't do any good watit Wormtail, neither of us can get at the knot--"

"Where is he?" Sirius spins back to the door. tlse’coming?"
"You scared him."
"Youwent on about how short and fat he is!"

"We don't -- have -- time for this!" James yellsyaking Sirius on the side of the head. "Get ietbgr! We
need to just -- just fuckingun."

Sirius thinks for a second. As far as plans gehiirdly a complicated one. It doesn't actuallyrskiee a plan --
not yet, though James is full of surprises. Itimsthing Sirius could have thought of all on his owuat for
some reason, he isn't resentful. He's gratefulddé#sn't have to do the thinking, he doesn't hawentoe up

with what happenafter running, and, most importantly, he isn't the of®\& going to make things any worse
than he's already made them. He looks up to thenpim&ing his lips nervously, and nods. "Rightg says.
"Running. Running | can do."

James is already off, pale legs flashing throughstimdows. Sirius lunges after him, one sock oa sock off,
something cutting the sole of his bare foot alnimshediately. He bites back a sound of pain andermen half
a minute later, he's too numb to even feel itwired too rush to allow him most major thoughts. éanm front
of him to follow; Willow to get to; Snivellus to tzh. It's a three-link chain of action. He feelsrenoonfident,
blood pumping faster, heart beating out the quiekletnythm of necessity. This is going to be alhtigrhis is
going to be fine. This is going to be nothing &t &his is all going to resolve itself easily andhwout any
lasting problems and with no fingers of blame pagptack to him and no one putting Remus downf be's
some sort of animal. This is just another day ewlld and crazy lives of Sirius Black and JamegdPpwho
mess things up and save the day anyway.

What a relief.
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"Owfuck," Sirius says, and goes down, aided byrgelaonly somewhat visible, and certainly low biranc

James pauses only for an instant to take his treuse

*k%k

When James pounds up to the Willow, his throatraghiith effort, the tree is thrashing its brancivdsly
against the air, signaling some recent disturbala®es unleashes a torrent of curses, distanthingsSirius
were around to appreciate his fluency, and hurtsshklf, eyes squeezed shut, at the crucial knothisaefforts,
he gets smacked in the stomach with a particuagtyressive branch and goes flying, hitting the gdowith an
unforgiving thud.

There are no curses, at this point, to properly@sgphis rage. His trousers are too tight acrasghilgh -- this
has never happened before, when borrowing Simlstes, and he puts it down in the back of hisdhea
increase stair-climbing to visit Lily -- his besteind is a total careless wanker, and his secostifbiend is
about five minutes from being euthanized for rehguwhe world of one of its most prominent boilfieTworld
is a cruel and horrible place, and James is, fapment, paralyzed by the pure unfawfulnessof everything.

It won't work. It never works to just sit there amate it. James knows this. Sometimes he feelsalikigliot for
knowing this, feels pretentious and wanky and owature and wishes he could just kick things ane syl
yell and be a proper teenager; but he can't, bedajsstdoesn't workDriving deep breaths into his lungs,
steadying himself against future impact, he divesrie more hopeless time, rolls under a side-sgipough
and smacks the knot with the side of his fist. Wibow quivers and goes still. The side of his hayus
numb. He stares at the entrance to the undergriounmetl, a dark, wide, helpless mouth.

"Bugger all," James whispers. Winded, sprawled @ side, for a moment to dizzy to lift himself arehd
into the encircling dark, he realizes suddenly gbimg he wishes adrenaline kept him from realizidg's
frightened. Terrified, in fact. A werewolf isn't Reis, though Remus is a werewolf. It's a great egtare with
tight claws and powerful paws and crushing jawsthidike knives and a bite that changes everythitegs
never been afraid of Remus and he hasn't everdideanough to be afraid of the wolf before nowaafrof the
consequences, afraid of the reality of it. It's jast an animal. It's not just a friend with a di#nt shape and
different instincts, like Padfoot, or Wormtail slta Dark Creature, capable of wrath, ruin and ppiaad little
else. James recalls the dead squirrels strewn diirest floor after a night of gliding throutjte forest,
feeling a little sick to his stomach at the mesep. He draws in a deep, ragged breath. Howewetiths for
him, right now, he tells himself, it's worse fon@eus Snape. And, that not being nearly enoughines it's
more terrible still for Remus Lupin, changed andrBng and without his mates to calm the feverisiiood.

James presses one hand to his chest. His heaoviagrso fast and so a-rhythmically he wonders ithadsn't
leaped already, straight out of his ribcage. "Waratyou waiting for?" he asks himself out loud. Dnanches
above him shiver against their spell. He dives fody and into the tunnel, pants tight around histyéace
streaked with dirt and sweat, and precious timaingout.

The first thing he does is slam into a wall, andriyeknock himself out.

The second thing he does is curse, again, mostiyuse it's good to hear some kind of comfortingniliar
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sound. He yanks his wand -- Sirius's wand, ratheut of his back pocket to put a light on, so ha get
running again. The light wavers insanely over th&-crawled walls. His heart hammers in his eamek
remembers having a nightmare like this, once, exoeghe nightmare he wasn't wearing pants and && w
being chased by an army of rabbits. He silentlylisaGod for the existence of Sirius, if only asaats-lender
and a rabbit-chaser, and then remembers thatiusSiid not exist, this nightmarish little excursizwould not
be occurring at all.

Over the sound of his heaving breathing, he heatsteps: slower footsteps, not too far off, echoin
And then he hears the howl.

James runs like he's never run before. His glasdgesff his nose, from sweat or current lack afdwr a good
combination of both, and are lost behind him. Etleng fuzzes out of focus, but he can see enoughaor
he's going forward, and knows enough to realiteifurns back now, he's already too late. "Donligthe
stairs!" he screams into the shifting darknessantfof him. "SnapeStay where you aré!

He comes out into the moonlight over the unste&mtyrthoards to see footprints, small, disturbinganth's
dust. Nausea hits him in one powerful wave. He wémthrow up.

"Snape!" he screams. "Snape, whareyou?" The staircase creaks and sways, and Jaaesflerward,
operating on instinct only, taking the steps trata time and tripping ungracefully twice. He tak®es last five
stairs on his hands, scrambling, and swerves tettahding when his blood goes sluggish in hisse€limere's
a very small figure in black robes frozen on tlefboards, and a huge silence sawing through hés &ames
freezes in the doorway; and then, almost luckitgré's the howl, immediate, enormous, smashingigffirthe
rational forebrain into the black, primordial pftanimal fear.

"Bollocks," James says, forcing it down. "SnapeteTdark figure whirls, paper-white, mouth a dadshlin its
face. James lunges for him, grabs him by the nétieorobes and drags him away. Snape, he discauers
the way he does everything: like a total prat igsstupid feet every which way. Something growigund-
shaking, and smashes like a cannonball into thebaored door. The whole house shivers under tipaamn

"Come on!" James howls, losing all patience, ateddily pulls Snape down the stairs. They land splantered
heap by the lone, awkward banister.

"Get off me, Potter!" the World's Biggest Idiot Eks. James, finally doing something he wants tdhde
wanted to do since first year, belts Snape a goedupside the ear and shoves him into the opeddoap

Snape hits the root-tangled ground with a loogh The wolf howls out behind them, over and ovettjrig the
doorframe and the floor and shaking the shack d@efhe earth beneath. James winces at the sounds,
imagining wolf joints melting into boy-joints inémorning, compiling all his mistakes, crippledthg
immensity of his fear.

"A werewolf," Snape says, and breaks James' tedrieverie. "You sent me to kidled by a..." He trails off,
voice shaky and small, as realization hits at ldstpin," he spits out. "That'supin.”

James puts his head in his hands, which are shakmigkeeps his voice calm. "Shut up,” he whispdrsst
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shut up."
"You tried to kill me," Snape insists, voice risjiyysterical, "you tried to kill me with that mosast'

"What thefuckdo you know?" James demands. He moves beforerhicek, grabbing Snape by the collar and
throwing him against the tunnel wall. "What tlaek do you know aboutnything What thduckdo you know
about tonight? What thieick do you know aboutverewolve®"

"I know you tried to kill me!" Snape whines. "Withwith that!"

James holds him by the collar for a moment and ksngo, disgusted and too tired to argue. Snigbess
down the wall, boneless. "You ignorant little shitames hisses. "Don't flatter yourself. You're that fucking
important.”

"You're a murderer," Snape breathes. "Black -- Blaavorse than the rest of you put together. Y|
expelled, you'll be put ifail, they'll have to have th#ting put down--"

"Snape,” James says, very quietly. "Shut up. Igased your lifé.It has to be absolutely the worst thing he's
ever done in his life, and it hurts to admit evemimself, but he makes himself grind it out anywaynd |
want you to know that I didn't do it for you, besawour pathetic, snot-nosed little life isn't vioohe tiny
constipated turd, in my personal opinion. | ditbitRemus, because he's worth a thousand of yothand's
nothing | wouldn't do for him. Including this." Hgves Snape a last, disgusted look. "Now with it," he
finishes, as calmly as he can, before he turnaohdel and sets off down the tunnel, his hedrvatd in his
ears and Snape's breathing loud and ragged iratheeakss.

Halfway through the tunnel, he hears Snape follgwiim, keeping quiet and hanging back. A few stapher
and he finds his glasses, beneath his left toeshdges them onto his nose, one lens cracked, iee sineared
with dirt, but it's an improvement. Sirius’ wangtsawavering light in front of him, the air closedastale and
earth-bound. A few worms wriggle thick and pink @@dis head, dangling bodies struggling upwards. As
much as he hates to acknowledge it, they're bo#tidaffor different reasons. As much as it sickieins, it helps
to know there's someone else with him strugglimguph the darkness. Even if it is Snape. Even #pfens
still going to ruin everything, after all James tlidsave his ungrateful rear end.

"I'm going to tell everyone,” Snape says, unexgpkttghe prolonged silence. James feels his guheire
"You're disgusting," he spits out. "Youlrepulsive'

"He's a threat to everyone at this school,” Snapés "You must think you're all awfully cleveidmg it all
this time, putting everyone's lives at risk. 1oe bad your friend Black is such an imbecile --eothise you

would havepulled it off isn't that right, Potter?"

"l told you before to shut up,” James whispersnéant it. You don't know anything, Snape. You dingw
anything about him."

"I know enough," Snape replies shakily. "I knowshe'monster. I'll have you all expelled."
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"That won't be necessary," Dumbledore says, framtbuth of the tunnel. James has never been svedlto
see anyone in his entire fifteen years of life. ledore's eyes, James realizes, twinkle like stimsanny,
yes, but infinitely welcome. Dumbledore reachesachdown to help James up and out, and does the feam
Snape moments later. Snape turns on him, readyptode, but Dumbledore holds up a hand to silerice h
"Mr. Pettigrew told me what happened,” he explaieter steps out nervously behind him, not quiteting
James' eyes.

"It's all right,” James says. "I'm sorry, Peteraifik you."

"And Mr. Black, though bleeding and lacking hisusers, filled me in on the rest." Dumbledore smiles
benevolently, eyes crinkling at the corners.

"Where is he, sir?" James asks. It would be suciclang relief to see Sirius right now, wearingtthidiculous
hangdognvho, mezxpression that he adopts every time he does bongettupid and gets caught, making
faces at James behind Dumbledore's back.

"Mr. Black is indisposed at the present time," Digdlore says serenely.

He's pukingPeter mouths from behind Dumbledore's back, faldwy some impressive miming.
Puuuuukiiing.

James feels mad, unhinged, and impossibly lonatpnabination of random emotions all fired at hinoate.
He wants Sirius to be here, not off being a prickhes own.

Snape has been trembling, fists screwed up, sélogvbulging like an over-pumped balloon, and noseems
he loses all control and bursts out, "Sir, thegditio kill me!"

"I have been assured that it was an accident, Nap8, resulting from the foolish action of one pargather
than a conspiracy." Dumbledore takes off his glass®l polishes them on his sleeve. "Would youttike
present an opposing case?"

"They sent me here," Snape hisses. "They knew wbald happen!"

"l believe,"” Dumbledore begins, looking up at thg as if greatly concerned with the actions of ste's, "I
believe Mr. Black was of the impression that he hadgiven specific enough directions to put yodamger of
anything worse than a beating."

"It -- took some effort,” Snape mutters. For thstftime, James notices the enormous bruise blaparound
his eye and the torn sleeve of his expensive e js darkly pleased. "That doesn't excuse," Soapgnues,
but again Dumbledore stops him.

"l believe this conversation would be better camdia inside, don't you? Mr. Potter, you can find Black and
return his trousers to him, and then meet Mr. §ettv, Mr. Snape and myself back in my office. Anel gan
all of us discuss things together, shall we?" Jamoels, worrying at a belt loop. "And none of usl wadint any
fingers," Dumbledore adds, "nor will we raise ooices. Perhaps we can even have something to ealno
our nerves -- some tea would suit our purposesediswouldn't it." He turns on his heels, beckonorge with
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a quick old hand, and James trails after him, ookihg up. He can still hear the wolf howling behimm.
Even as Dumbledore shuts the great Hogwarts dadrisith them, guilt is still thick in his throat.

*kk

"Now." Dumbledore steeples his fingers just bené@mose, and leans forward, peering at the foysb
seated across his desk. "There will be no inteimapt no profanities, and no insults. This is avgranatter, and
we will discuss it with the gravity it deserves.&ldauses, passing Peter, on the right end, simkiog large-
backed armchair, the sugar. "One lump or two, Mttigrew?"

"Er," Peter says. "Three, actually."

Snape gives him a repulsed look. Peter studiogsigres him.

"And Mr. Black, of course, | know all too well --"

"--] don't want any tea," Sirius says, in a rusk.lbloks very ill. "Sir, I'm sorry, but--"

"l understand,” Dumbledore says, gently but firnislowever, | cannot imagine that we will accomplish
anything of use if we rush blindly ahead. What appéo be a useless and, dare | say, agonizinghti
consuming ritual may in fact be just what we needi¢ar our heads and -- ah -- begin to look atitigident
objectively. Now, as | know from frequent experiengou prefer cream to tea, and proportionate atsaafn

sugar -- there we are."

Sirius runs his hands desperately through hisdradrslumps even further down into his seat. His egatch
James's, and he blinks, twidavish | were dead.

James pushes his glasses up his nasish you were too.

After what seems an eternity Dumbledore finallynlke@dack and regards them impassively. "Now. | wdiigkl
to hear first, if you please, from Mr. Black, whashdecreed himself the instigator of tonight's sHao

"l am," Sirius says. "l did. It was me. Well," hdds as an afterthought, "and, | mean, him." He gatlgimb
contemptuously at Snape. "But it was my fault. mathinking, sir."

"l cannot tell you how much that shocks me," Durdble says, sounding distinctly amused. "Would ydaudm
recounting for us precisely what happened? Withe-amends hurriedly, as Sirius opens his mouth, "no
personal attacks of any kind, if you please."

"l just told him -- we were -- having a bit of al-was messing about a bit, sir, and | told hinBirius
swallows, loudly. "He was being a right t -- bewgyy derogatory, sir, about Remus, and acting-likend
insinuatingthat he knew -- things he didn't. And so | tolthiib go poke the knot on the Willow. | didn't say
which knot, sir. And | didn't think he'd really d@ol thought he'd think | was trying to set him apd he'd stay
away--"

"Ridiculous,"” Snape mutters against his chest. Odldsly ridiculous; it was murder, pre-meditated aold-
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blooded and--"

"No interruptions, if you please,” Dumbledore s&yis eyes are stern over his glass, kind but steslg his
palms pressed tightly together. "Now, Mr. Black] aswve pieced together your evidence from pridhts
discussion and what little more | have gleaned fy@ur continued admission, it is my understandinguiet,
Mr. Snape, please, | trust my methods of discerthiegruth, as should you -- that you said what giolu
without the intentions to send anyone to his deatlperhaps, mauling.” Sirius sinks down into Hiaic with a
squeal of the cushions and a sigh of half-miseaif,relief. "However," Dumbledore continues, "the
recklessness, immaturity and thoughtlessness afaaions cannot be overlooked. Yes, Mr. Snags,yibur
turn now."

"He sent me there,” Snape says immediately, "kngyul well who --whatlay in wait for me, giving me clear
directions as to how | should find it -- withoutyarwarning,any warning whatsoever, knowing the harm that
would come to me."” Snape draws in a deep breatlgwanostrils flaring. "And | would have died. | wiol

have been killed, by monster a monster being harboredthis schoqlif it wasn't for--"

"Mr. Potter," Dumbledore murmurs. "Yes, that, tbbhave come to understand, from Mr. Pettigrew, when
came to enlist my help in the matter." Dumbledoegiss move from Snape to James, catching his galtBng
it up. "Look at me, Mr. Potter -- there we are. Thhaetter. | intend to have your side of the stasywell, so
speak up, as it is getting rather late, and | ghbale to reprimand myself for keeping studentatugn
egregious an hour."

"Well," James begins. "Sirius came to me and -hdwn't been thinking, Headmaster, that much was eléhe
just sort of told me what happened, off-handed likvas just some sort of a joke." Out of the eorof his

eye, James sees Sirius wince. No time to think et now. He deserves it, James tells himseedees to
sit there and think about what he almost did, ahdtvinedid, and how close the two are. "But it was obvious,
Headmaster, that he didn't mean it. It was by a&cttid don't know what heasthinking, but it just -- it must
have just -- Snape must have been acting likela+ezally awfully. Sirius only ever loses his temper likatth
when Snape won't shut -- when Snape says thingst &is friends -- it's not an excuse, but -- |'t&now

what it is. Bu -- Er. So I, uhm, tried to get mgusers on, and they ripped. At the zipper. Theatigot stuck
and that's why."

"Ah," Dumbledore says. "Which is, | take it, somehwhy Mr. Black ended up half-naked at the edgthef
forest?"

"l took his trousers,"” James explains. "But thas \eder."

"I tried to go with him," Sirius adds, "that's whyyt then | ran into a tree and -- | couldn't,"fimshes, rather
lamely. Snape snickers aloud. Sirius's eyes rak lbalfway, and James can see him cataloguingehgsi
within reach, trying to determine which is discraatl pointy enough to inflict the requisite agony.

"l see,” Dumbledore says. Sirius looks down, digdirs fingers into his chair. "I think | have somdea of the,
er, happenings of this evening. Mr. Snape, would napeat, not in your own words, if you don't mind,
precisely the conversation you had with Mr. Black?"

"l can't remember it,” Snape says unpleasantlyatBy. Sir."
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"l suggest you try." Dumbledore offers a very snsafiile that makes something shiver down Jamesie spi

"l -- | said something about where Lupin was. | wasurious. And Black, he said 'Why don't you gke the
big knot on the Whomping Willow, then you'll findis-"

"l did not" Sirius roars, leaping to his feet. "Sir, it wasamything like that! -- you lying little--"

"Mr. Black, restrain yourself,” Dumbledore saysrgiya He motions for Sirius to sit, which Siriusnsehow
manages, though his knees look too brittle to b&vid. Snape. It is imperative that we get to thétdmm of this
matter. | hate to resort to the use of potiongpetls in dragging out a student confession, bum Mélling to
stoop to the necessary depths. Is it true that gidering an innocent inquiry after the health deiow student,
were given explicit guidelines on how to access-h@ea of convalescence?" Sirius is breathinigesd it
sounds like he's being strangled.

"Well -- not -- exactly,” Snape mutters. "Maybeexplicit would not be -- he told me how to get$i;, he's
admitted it! | don't see what the point is in imbgating me."

"The devil," Dumbledore says, "is in the details, Bnape."” Snape's eyes turn with chilling hatce8itius and
rest there, gathering a thin-lipped strength frasrage. When he speaks again, his voice has cabrakling
with nasal intensity.

"I was right," he says. "l knew, all this time, #ibse disappearances, this lot was up to no goasty month,
Headmaster. | saw them every month, sneaking arasiiicthey're better than the entire rest of tieosl,
beyondyour jurisdiction beyondthe rules antbeyondreprimand or punishment.” Snape's hands, in Géizke
on the arms of his chair. "A werewolf. They hid arewolf.”

"Mr. Snape] hid a werewolf," Dumbledore says smoothly. "Thaswmy decision, not theirs, and as you can
see the decision for secrecy, even if judging byryeaction alone, was most necessary." His smile i
dangerous, patient but with a hint of anger. Srssaeches it, shocked to find it isn't only Siridadk
Dumbledore has angled his pale-blue disappointrient

"He could kill someone," Snape protests. He leansdrd on his chair, a thin line of sweat stamgirgbrow,
his shoulders shaking with the effort to remaircasn as possible. "Theresponsibility-- thedanger-- the
repercussions- Headmaster, the thing almost killed me!"

"The werewolf in the Shrieking Shack would not halmost killed you if -- and here is my decisionyb --
one, you were not looking into matters, Mr. Sndpat did not concern you towards a malicious ercitamo,"
Dumbledore continues, noting Snape's expressiaijett horror, "which is perhaps a more importdfanse,
if you, Mr. Black, had thought to avert what coblave been a most grievous disaster, by pausing@emicto
predict the possible impact of your words. An aeaigl it would seem, of a callous nature, one winehmight
have easily avoided if any of us were aware ofseweerity of punishment that could have been brodgtmn
onall of our heads. We are most fortunate that thescwsis prevented by your quick thinking, Mr. Potgerd
Mr. Pettigrew's sound presence of mind that, inhedlpanic, he should could looking for my aidhe matter.
Thirty points to Gryffindor, Mr. Potter, and terrfpou as well, Mr. Pettigrew, and forty points fréar your
rash actions and your unthinking foolishness, MacR." Dumbledore, keeping a mental tally in hisuheturns
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back to Snape, smiling almost sadly. "It is a pily, Snape, though understandable, that your tetrould
give you such prejudice.”

"A monster,” Snape insists, “and one that showltbe allowed freedom in an academic setting--"

"We will look into that, rest assured.” Dumbledsrgiile turns general, without focus and withowyt an
meaning but resolution to impart. "Now that | beédemyself to have a comprehensive understanding of
tonight's occurrences, we must look to the futyreliscussing our matters of recompense. Mr. PettigMr.
Potter, the two of you are dismissed. Mr. Black, Binape, and | have a little yet to talk about."

James pauses at the doorway to look back, seelpghantop of Sirius' head from where he standerbEWat
manages to look miserable. He wants to send saneo$iforgiveness, grudging and annoyed as it negyhis
anger weakened by the late hour and Dumbledomesdtierings of kindness. He finds Dumbledore'sseyeit
before he can ask anything more of him, a littlgédiwvbelies thaDumbledore is winkinglames' relief surges
up from his stomach and into his mouth, wrestirsgndle out of him. "C'mon, Peter," he whispers. Hets the
door behind them. "We'll wait for Remus."

Inside, Dumbledore leans back, folding his hands éns stomach. Sirius and Snape stare at eachiottiee
deafening silence, burning holes into one anotl@rheads. "It will do no good," Dumbledore saysi his
position of repose, "to hate each other so virlyemithin my offices. No good can come of it, andglhall only
give the two of you a headache."

"Am | to be punished, then?" Snape spits out.

"You do not trust, at present, my judgment, do ydu, Snape." Snape remains silent. "Well! It ismatter. |
am sure that, soon enough, | shall gain it badpades. Let us first deal with Mr. Black, whosdtgsi
overwhelming and, | see, and in dire need of immedpunishment.” Sirius bows his head. "I would, of
course," Dumbledore goes on without pause, "banfgon the Quidditch team indefinitely, but this waoul
think, be just as detrimental to your teammatet® gourself, and why, indeed, should | punish theright of
your transgressions?" Dumbledore drums his fingeggly over the lip of his desk, buried in greaiupht.
"However, | believe | have wracked my brain andisiest an appropriate task for three month's worth of
detention that should be suitable to your guikeds, and my own, while at the same time, we bloak,
teaching foresight, humility, and grace under pres$ Snape leans forward again in his chair, @reea
glimmer in his face. Sirius grits his teeth, stdetsjaw, and prepares for the blow. "Your Wedngsalzd
Friday evenings," Dumbledore finishes, "shall beaded to the tutoring of our Slytherin First Yearghe art
of Transfiguration, since it is one in which youdearly excel. To miss an appointment, to shirkryduties
for a lesson, or to do anything to jeopardize ymasition as tutor, shall mean your immediate susiparnfrom
the Quidditch team, with no second chances wha&soélave | made myself clear, Mr. Black?" Siriusiso
swallowing down a groan at the assignment witteatfrreminder of his guilt. "Very well then." Dumbtee
beams. "Dismissed. Go straight to Gryffindor Hou3e.not go after Mr. Potter and Mr. Pettigrew, as
undoubtedly they are not within. Tomorrow is, ifuyaecall, a Friday. | will find you with instructis. Good
evening."”

"Evening," Sirius mumbles. He gives Snape one Vaisthering look, and slinks out the door, lettingmick
shut quietly at his back.
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"Now," Dumbledore says, turning those bright, udadae eyes on Snape, "you and | can speak privately

*kk

Remus wakes up through a haze of muzzy pain aok, ttotton-mouthed bad taste. It's been a whileesire
woke like this, nauseated and disoriented, andiog/k what it means. He's dimly shocked at first] doen a
little scared with instinctive worry, and then hegee's been dreaming and doesn't want to opelyéss and
then he rolls over to reach for the bucket that fPeyrkeeps always under his bed, and instead Imd ha
encounters someone else's head.

"Gnagh!" yelps Remus. He sits up very straight, megtets it immediately, cradling his pounding heasith
bandaged hands.

Sirius looks up at him, looking very much the wagnfus feels. He's kneeling on the floor, arms aa gh on
Remus's bed, and from the way his hair sticks gy bis left ear, he's been sleeping there, if$lefst at all. He
hasn't done this since third year. Remus feelslthe stirrings of panic in his belly kindled intoraething
portentous and dreadful.

"You should move." His voice feels strange in hioat, rusty; the world lurches sickeningly ancchéches
the bedsheets, closes his eyes. "I'm going todkarsiyour hair if you don't, | think."

"I deserve it," Sirius says in a hollow, dead voitdease. | offer my head as a receptacle for yourit."

"That would make a mess." Remus presses the plaesevhis nose indents into his forehead with a thhum
warding off the headache to cope with the dizzimegbnausea. "And then I'd keep throwing up becyposil
smell awful."

"Here. Here," Sirius says. He holds out a lightwéigorcelain bowl, which Remus takes in tinglingnarand
shoves his head into, waiting for the heavy sicknedis stomach to pass. It lurches unsteadsgstirises, and
then fades with the cool shadows in the bowl. Regivss himself a minute more to collect himselinje
burning, temples throbbing, the side of his jawded all the way to his ear, his skin and ribstshiag

painfully with every breath.

"What happened?" he asks, voice echoing insidedkad. He pulls his head out. "What happened?" ies tr
again. Better. No reverberations.

"It was all my fault,” Sirius says. "And I'm notrsp because it was Snape, I'm sorry because itisafad I'm
going to feed him to a dragon first chance | get lae'll never tell anyone, Moony, because I'll krbes mouth
out of his head."

"l don't know if that's anatomically possible." Ae$h wash of paleness comes over Remus' face, arbitad
the lips, dark circles under his eyes the colagrafy ash. "Snape knows?"

Sirius swallows. "Snape knows," he confirms. "Irdidnean to tell him -- he wasyingthings -- and | just
thought, what if the Willow whomped him a few, istiiat what the Willow igsherefor, isn't that what the
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Willow is called anyway -- but he's stupid in all the right wapsl amart in all the wrong ones -- and he got in
but James saved you and it's all right, Snapegsimig to tell anyone. I'll kill him if you want.dan do that.
Please say you want me to, | want to." Remus psdsseéhands to his cheeks, trying to hold his hegdther.

At any moment, he's sure it will burst apart, sratg pieces of his pounding brain all over thé&méry. He

has to hold himself together. He doesn't want tkex@amess. "You're not mad, are you?" Sirius vestur
"James said you'd be mad. Are you mad? 3toauldbe mad.”

"I'm not mad,” Remus says.

"You shouldbe mad,” Sirius repeats, then stops. "Wait. What?"

"I'm not mad,” Remus says again. "Why should | la@®hYou're my friend. I'm not mad." He takes a |long
shuddering breath into his lungs. "Is Snape ahtfy

"Unfortunately. | mean fortunately. | mean, youiet mad?"

"No," Remus says. He wishes Sirius would stop mgp@io much, talking so much, swinging the room wildl
from side to side. "You're my friend. You didn't d@n purpose. I'm out of the school, aren't I?"

"Christ, Moony, of course not! Christ. Noshould be out. | should teeheadedl just wasn't thinking. But
Dumbledore--"

"How many points?" Remus asks, retreating behiedstfety of the Prefect.
Sirius shrugs. "Forty. But James got back thirtgt Brete got ten for telling."
"What did James--"

"--He went," Sirius starts, and swallows, and goes'He went after Snape. | tried to go with himt bhit my
head on a branch and then he took my pants."

Remus lowers his head to his shaking hands argttristeady himself. "He got thirty points for tadgiyour
pants?"

"He went for Snape." Sirius runs his fingers thitohdgs hair. "From -- he made sure he didn't get.hur
"By me," Remus says. Every inch of his body throbs.

"Or by angry bears," Sirius says hopefully. "Ofifaj into a tar pit. | mean, there are lots of waysget hurt.
I'm just, Moony, I'm so--"

"Sirius." Remus presses the heel of his hand iit@ye, so hard he can see dark red spots. "Lt®kldne,
isn't it? No one's hurt. Are you off the Quidditelam?"

"No, I'm tutoring Slytherins," Sirius says in a @eiof utter disgust. Remus looks up, surprisedushRledore's
creativity. "Without McGoogles at my side, eithetake them while she's doing private sessions tth
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NEWT-levels. Wednesdays and Fridays. And if | tadick, then I'm off the Quidditch team. | cannot yelu
how full of dread | am."

"I'm sorry." Remus gives Sirius' hand a little p&tor how long?"

"A few months." Sirius' eyes narrow. "Wait a minuféhy didyouapologize?"

"You hate children."

"I know. | do. But that's not the point. Remus, yeubeing -- you're being unreasonably reasonable.”
"Snape isn't hurt?" Sirius nods. "James isn't HiBiflus nods again. "And I'm not expelled.” Siralsakes his
head. "And you're not expelled." Sirius shakeshlegd again. "All right. Well." Remus sinks back iagahis
pillows, letting out a low sigh of relief. Siriusages at him, unsure what god of forgiveness heyst @nto
Remus' body while he was sleeping. "It could haweegworse. It could have been -- there've beerr ptiamks,
and this isn't -- is Dumbledore angry?"

"At me," Sirius assures him. "And at Snape a litib®."

"Snape." Remus cracks one eye open. "Who--"

"--hates you even more now, because he's a stlpit shit who doesn't know the first thing abpebpleor
were--sorry -- oryou And by the way, James tells me he runs like lawghich | always said he did, only now
| know You know. Are you sure you're not mad?"

"Sirius," Remus says, "shut up.”

"Shutting," Sirius says. He puts his head downhenldedspread, gazing mournfully at Remus with édyats
brim with apology.

"You know what this reminds me of," Remus murmarsmall, tired laugh grazing his throat. "Remember
when you first -- the three of you first finishedyou know -- and you hadn't got the bodies justoye you got
your minds all mixed up?"

"I wouldn't remember all too clearly,” Sirius sajryly. "I do recall Peter shrieking and hurling Isietf under
the bed a lot."

"You looked just like that right after you wet dretcarpet,” Remus continues mercilessly.
"Well, did it work? Did | get beat with a newspaper did you really forgive me?"
"Sirius?"

"What?"

"Shut up.”
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"l just thought you would be angry,” Sirius expkifiand | would have to ply you with poetry, bomband
flowers to achieve your forgiveness."

Remus lets his eyes fall shut, normally busy, fiddmgers still against his stomach and tanglethepristine
bedsheet. "When | was five," he says softly, "nthhéa’s business took us to France. | don't rememineh of
it, just -- colors, and sound. Old memories, the 8@t you can never really place and athiyk happened to
you. Mum tells me we had a little house for the swenand she could never learn French so we atgathe
meal every night for three weeks until she andwledt over a menu and figured things out. | domitember
that, either. There was a swing, | remember thegwand birds in the morning, and a lot of tredwatT all. In
any case, one night in June | left my room to sitlee front steps because | couldn't sleep, aré thas a great
big dog across the clearing, watching me. Whenrgdiitle and your parents tell you never to tosttange
animals you ought to listen to them, but | suppadien't. | moved, and | must have waved to it, #rdn over
to me, and bit me. The funny thing is, | don't rember it. | know how imusthave happened, | know what |
musthave done, | know what must have done, and howniusthave felt, being bitten, there, in the night,
under the full moon. | know there must have beenesceason for me to get up and unlock the doomagai
express instructions, and sit there, and wantt@apeld animal | had never seen before, but | d@arthember
any of it. It happened. That's all. It happenedoke up later and my mother says | didn't evenjast,asked
where the dog was, which seems silly, as | camieraber the wolf now, or asking for it later." Rentig&s his
lips. "My father blamed himself for taking us tcaRce during what was, he found out later, rougfaigdlatable
to an epidemic of lycanthropy, and my mother blainexself for putting me in a separate room whema$ a0
young, not keeping a better eye on me, not hadnght me to go to her when | couldn't sleep. Buiaisn't
their fault, was it? It was mine; it had to haveel know what imusthave been, though | don't remember
what it was. And it all feels so silly and unimgaont, because | can't remember it at all." Withteelsound of
relaxation, Remus opens his eyes, and looks upetodiling, tracing the patterns of shadow abowe hi'm
not mad. I'm relieved. You should stop apologiZing.

Sirius is silent for a long time. Remus staresdlyeat the ceiling. After an age of regret and awkavquiet, the
bed creaks and rolls, shifting Remus sideways. $unmgehairy and enormous and smelling vaguely bbla
whuffles against his cheek and then settles, hdbtspnawling, against his side, breathing its nai®ggy
comfort.

"Aghn," Remus says, looking down at it. It unsetties instincts with its comfort, half-familiar, lkdoreign.
"You nutter. Pomfrey'll be in any minute." The futreat shifts. Fur prickles against Remus and n®tph
long, warm boy-limbs, and Sirius's face, very cJasstead of a dog mouth and a dog tongue breatiohgog
breath, with hands, not paws, jammed uncomfortaghinst Remus's stomach. Sirius regards him ingtra
stillness for a minute.

"Don't say I'm sorry,” Remus says, suddenly intgngecomfortable, "unless you mean for droolingrig hair,
and shedding on my pyjamas, and taking up mostyabea, in which case | have mustered all the kisdne
my heart, and herewith accept your apology."”

Sirius nods. He looks pale and set and deeply dwspl

"I don't mind," Remus insists. "Honestly, Siriugldn't mind."
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"l do," Sirius says. He pulls Remus in by the batthe neck to rest his chin atop his head. "ludtho't. It isn't
fair." His throat moves against Remus's forehead.

"You always smell like dog,” Remus mumbles. It's stoictly true. At the moment Sirius smells oflstaick
and old fear and relief, which Remus smells intehafrom every last pore, but for some reason Refeels it
would be unkind to say this. Sirius's laugh vibsdtav through his skull. "Madame Pomfrey's goinghimk
we've been having it off,” Remus informs him. TleelIsags under their combined weight. Sirius's kneehis
stomach and their hands are touching on the pilRemus feels sick, and too tall, and too young,tandld
also, and wonders why none of it is as easy fordsrt seems to be for everyone else.

"She'll just have to contain her jealousy," Sisays. "She knows | always come back to her, iretite | know
it kills you, but you have to understand that wivathave isn't love. It's just physical. What Pomfaed | have,
now, that's something lasting."

"What with the children," Remus says, only halhah playing along and the other half lingering in
uncertainty.

"The puppies,” Sirius reminds him. "Litters andelit of puppies.”
"You're disgusting,” Remus says.
"I'm sorry," Sirius says.

“I'm going to pass out now." Remus pats Siriussthath a few weak pawing motions. Sirius rememlblees
first time he saw Remus' hands bandaged like pladitas hidden beneath white gauze, fingers stifhfpain.
With the dog nose he smelled him, a sort of ddéfeatent, and the copper hint of blood, and the bindertone
of bruises, and tense muscles, and old wood. St miuthe wolf remains in him the day after, whdre moon,
though hidden in orbit, reaches out moon fingeysng always to claim him. Sirius tightens his hold
unthinking. "Augh,"” Remus grunts. "Ribs."

"Fuck that," Sirius says. "Sorry. Better now?"

"Uhm," Remus says, and droops.

Sirius is glad for the empty infirmary, for the guearly hour. Boys don't do this with other bayan't even
when they're young and tired and nervous and datpar comfort. But Remus isn't another boy, neictly,

with his words like adulthood and his body at dddp angles. Nobody understands, Sirius thinks, @und it
aside.

K%k
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Early in the morning, or late at night, Sirius fsdis fingers on the binding of the old journal.
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"Well," Sirius says happily, rubbing his hands tibge, "I think that went very well."
Peter sniffs the air uncertainly. "Are you surelidn't feel anything happen.”

"You aren't meant to," James explains, "you just 8b-- get it. | guess. That's what it says imeheHe taps the
grimoire at his side. "That you won't feel it, lijkaut you'll just know how to call the animal fomeld'

"I'm not sure--" Peter starts, but Sirius shovésiad over his mouth.

"Peter," he says. "Concentrate. See what happens.”

They concentrate.

For about half a minute.

And then something in the back of Sirius's head goé.

"What are you guys doing?" he inquires, abruptlyemely curious. "What are you doing, huh? Whatyane
guys doing? Are you having fun? Can | help? Are gsleep? What's happening? Hey, Peter, hey, myifavo
guy, Peter!" He throws himself forward at Petegla@vesome Peter who he just likes so much bedmise
Peterand he's so great! Peter!

"GNAUGH!" Peter screams, and overturns a tablemsbfimg under it.

Sirius watches him for an instant and then whirtaiad, bored, and sees: oh, his best friend. Hisfbend in
the whole wide world. The best person ever. gieatestperson ever. James. James James Jamesy James
James.

"James$' he fairly shrieks, and hurls himself at his bignd in the whole wide world who is just so graad
Sirius just wants to lick him all over and knockhilat on his back, which is what he does. "Heynds, hey,
James, hey! Guess what, James? Guess what? BetiEtghe table and | can smell him. Guess whats&u
what you had for breakfast? | can tell you cosn smell it. Eggs! You had eggs! You're my bestrtichey,
James, let's go have fun! Are you having fun? lawig fun but we could be havimgorefun!"

"Predators!" comes Peter’s tiny, suspicious hissfthe darkness. "Predat@gerywhere'

James blinks, eyes focusing and unfocusing in broovriusion. Sirius pants into his face, mouth, igonose,
until James snorts and shakes his head and nudgessMay with his cheek. "It's working," James sagsa
slow, calm, deep voice. "Either that or we've gmsane. What am | doing? It feels nice." He shdksfead
again, pawing at the floor with one hand. Siriands, stretching, shaking, laughing, with his magbn

unattractively and his tongue hanging out.

"Hey how do we get it to stop? | don't get it whaging on! James? Jamesy James? How's that? thauy's
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huh? What's that? I'm me, right, but I'm not me.yoa get that? You too, and Peter, and me, wd'tkeal--
and that's not -- and what's that, huh? What'@tReter's eyes, narrowed, watch Sirius as he flanscorner
to corner after dust motes, his own hands, tongueading cheerfully with every leap and bound.

James paws at the grimoire, using the side ofdmigllin long, sweeping motions to get at the appatgppage.
The words shimmer and shake before him. He canlmargly make them out as language he understandse ab
the musky smell of everything, the strange andatsing lightness of his head.

Effect should take three or four hours to wear off.

A little boy's voice comes at him, making him tustartled, and stamp the floor, until he realizasfiom
within.

Bugger James thinks.

*kk

"James,"” Remus says, voice muffled, wet, a littigky. "James, what is Sirius doing to my face?"

"You -- are -- my -best friend evel!Sirius barks very enthusiastically between slugpal butts his head into
Remus's jaw. Remus pats him distractedly atop ¢lael hfor which Sirius makes an ecstatic noise. fiycears,

huh? Scratch my ears? Could you could you coul®ywu're the best. Rub my stomach. What's going on?
James help James help James I'm going crazy!"

"His mind has a dog in it," James explains. Hdilsssower in his body than his mind moves, liksflarp wind
that only shifts the trees. "We've...made a ch@mexperiment.”

"His mind has alogin it," Remus repeats, only a little hystericallyou mean the way you might go 'oh, don't
eat that soup, it's got a fly in it?' Is that wiatt mean?"

"No," James says. His voice is careful and deepimging Remus of a slow-moving river. "Not exactlfe
pauses for a while to collect himself.

"James," Remus says uncertainly.

"What's he doing what's he doing who wants to fee@ Hey, Remus, you know what we should do? You
should throw something, and | should jump up ardtgad bring it back! And then you could throw
somethingelseand | could jump up and get it and bring it baGk!you could throw the same thing and | could
go get itagain! It would never stop being furWhat's he doing? I'mungry"'

"Hmm," James says, still thinking. He shakes hedheut to remind himself what's important.

"You've been sitting there for five minutes,” Rensags. "I'm going to panic very soon. | think ytwsld
know that. Where's Peter?"

There is a sepulchral cackle from beneath the 'béali'll never find mé!
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"All right,"” Remus says. He feels he is being supely reasonable, considering the circumstances|'Méver
find Peter and Sirius has a dog in his mind. Téigary good, James. We're definitely getting sonsgehYou
can't put more than three words together in theesphone minute, but this is good, James. Thesstart. How
aboutl start the sentences, and you finish them?"

"All right," James says. Sirius bounds over to hioks his face, then bounds back to Remus, sittings feet
and bouncing up and down. Remus stares at him.

"Can I lick you again can | can | can 1? Justfeliick just a small like just a -- no I'm lyingliak all over your
face all over your face, can | lick you can | lick yoow can | please?"

"Down," Remus says.
"We haven't...taught him to...heed, yet," Jamesisar

Sirius leaps for Remus' face. They struggle. "DéviRemus yelps. "DownDown, Sirius! All right -- just --
ooghk -- James -- finish this one -- you and Siaod Peter were?"

"Looking...in a grimoire," James says.

"For the purpose of -- Unfh -- doing what?"

"Transfiguration," James breathes out. "Animagi."

"Hungry hungry hungry,” Sirius sings. "You know vtthavant | want meat. | want some meat. | want soave
meat just some pieces of raw meat. Cow meat. Mmroeat. | like cow meat. All yum and slurpy and I'm
hungry." He licks Remus up the side of one cheeksattles, still vibrating, thrown half across Resmiap.
He's a big boy. Remus attempts to think over timdmf his insanity. "What do you say eh Remus wdaat
you say to that let's go we should go we should@@and get sommeat"

"S0," Remus says, "Sirius would be -- a dog, i$ itf?a

"Yes," James replies. "Yes...that's it."

"And Peter is some sort of small rodent,” Remusrsf"perhaps a mouse, or a weasel, or a rat?"

"Rat," James sighs.

"And you are, apparently, suffering from old age about to wheeze out and die?" Remus guesses.
"Stag," James murmurs. The a trails out, dustysaveket.Sta-a-ag.

"Aha," Remus says. "And what, may | ask, inspired®"

"You did that's who you did because we thought sfoouldn't be alone, why should Remus be alone we
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thought, and it was James' idea you know, withbitak and the animals and the transfiguring so wetdn
secret and you had no idea and what do you say Kareua't we brilliant aren't we aren't we?"

"l have your saliva in my left nostril,” Remus muwmsa. "Other than that | have no idehatto say."

"You could say Good job!" Sirius pants, regardimg Ipleadingly. "Because we worked so hard and we\se
quiet and | didn't chewnythingimportant today. Can we throw something? Heys lgd’ get something to eat!
Cows. Huh?" He abandons his post at Remus's kriebuats himself onto his bed, where he turns aratnee
times and falls promptly, bone-meltingly asleeftjrig out an enormous snore.

"You're all madmen," Remus says. He turns, widedeyeJames with whom, Remus has decided, is plpbab
the best person to discuss this, despite the skeswaued the look of majestic calm. He jams his hewatkr the
bed to test this theory. Peter, as predicted, snaares his teeth, and attempts to burrow intevide muttering
"big animals big animals never catch me predatdedi heh heh heh.”

"We were trying to help you," James intones withrexiating serenity. "We'd have done better if gidagen
helping us. Couldn't ask, of course."

"Because I'd've talked some sense into you?" Relrags his hand through his hair, trying to ignoe¢ePs
constant muttering and intermittent sniggers frandath the bed. Sirius sighs, flops hugely ontdack and
waves his arms vaguely in the air, kicking conwdsr with one foot.

"You needn't worry," James says, after a contenveld&w minutes. "It's normal."

"Oh, yes," Remus says. "Completely normal! Youltdarking! Especially Sirius, ha ha ha, Glod What if
someone finds out? How are you going to keep pdopte finding out?"

"Everyone knows Sirius is barking,"” James points wery reasonably. "No surprise there. It'll weéir Book
says. Four hours. Thereabouts," he amends, afte sonsideration. "And then we'll have the minds."

The door slams abruptly open. Sirius flips ontost@mnach, looking alertly in the wrong directiowto?
What? Guard dodRrrrr."

Lily Evans stands in the doorway, glaring furioysier wet red hair jerked back into a ponytail aed arms
folded. "All right. That's itWhichone of you lot Transfigured my towel while | wasthe bath? You can
answer honestly, I'm going to kill you all anyway."

"Oh God," Remus whispers. "Lily, err. You shouéglly not -- um -- be here, now."

"Who was it, Remus?" Lily whirls on him, hair fiigraround her heated face, and slapping wetly aplaars
shoulders. "Well? You know who it was. Tell me, fbe sake of justice."

"Er," Remus says. He doesn't, actually. She watieve that he doesn't, but he doesn't. "l dorowk

"Of course you know. And you're going to tell m&He descends on him like a goddess of retributipes
blazing, cheeks bright red. Sirius is creeping epiid her, sniffing dangerously. James has cirttledther
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way around, stomping one hand against the groutidriwythmic insistence, making low, snuffing noiskeep
in his throat. Peter is nowhere to be found. Refeelks insane -- or, rather, like the only sane @eemongst
the criminally bonkers. "Wellwell? Have out with it and you'll die quickly and--" Sk®ps. Goes stiff. Her
green eyes widen in sudden shock, panic, disbélmfback is rigid, hands frozen in place, mouthi-bpen in
distress. Oh my God'

"Yes," Remus says. "Yes, that is Sirius' nose betwur legs." Lily opens her mouth. Closes it. 83k deep
breath in, turning a fantastic shade of purple.

“I like her!” says Sirius happily. “She can stayo Pou want to play with me? Hey, how about you whro
something? Do you want to scratch my ears? Hey, lnadio!”

"What. The Hell. Is James doing?" Lily managesat.|

Remus barely dares to look back at James ovehbiddger, but his curiosity, morbid and fatal, giies better
of him. James, on all fours, is giving Lily a looksuch intensity Remus is surprised her clothegihiaburned
straight off her body. As the two of them watchméa lifts his head, tosses it, stamps one handparets his
head again, and repeats the pattern with unwavdedgation. "You," James says, in that breathléssp,
wise voice. "Me. Yoooouuuu. Meeeee."

"Run for your life," Remus says. "Please. Save gelf

Lily, never a girl who needs to be told the obvidwge, is gone.

"Harooun" James says, in tones that can only be called@mpand starts after her. Remus, thinking fast,
hurls himself in front of the door and yells "Luntbkight explodes, yellow and round, from his waddmes

freezes, transfixed

"Hey," Sirius says, "where'd she go? We were gtinglay. She smelled nice. What's James doing?nde's
moving. James? James? James? James? James? James?"

James does not move. His eyes dart, panicked,Smento side.

"Four hours," Remus whimpers.

"Four hours of fun!" Sirius yelps, gamboling aroumd legs. "Fun fun fun and nothing but fun! JamémPes?
Jamesjamesjamesjamesjames. Make him move! Hey, Réviake him move. | want him to come play. Hey,
Remus, let's play. I'm going to go run around andlkthings! Guess how many things we could sma&

could smell trees and rocks and bits of grass adtbwnd cats and sticks and bugs and--"

"No," Remus says, firmly. James trembles and Remugeshtie light at him, gaining some confidence. "Bad
dog."

"Bad--" Sirius goes pale all over, slumping adlitlze air has gone out of his body, as if Remusjbat
stabbed him. "B--bad dog?"
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"Yes," Remus says. He feels cruel, but not all ghaity about it. "Bad Dog. Lie down." Sirius dogs
immediately, staring up at him with eyes full opreach and deep, deep sorrow. "All right." Remuiskit
furiously. "Er. We -- we're going to play a gameasY That's what we're going to do. We're goingddy p
game."

"A game?" Sirius says hopefully, rolling up ontg kibows. "A fun game?"

"A quiet game,"” Remus says. He rubs his templebgegag all his self control. "A game called Go Sleep
For Four Hours. Doesn't that sound like fun?"

"No," Sirius says doubtfully. "But if you say sd¥e spins around once, twice, testing the floor grhygfor
springiness, and passes out.

"All right,” Remus says again, returning his atientto James. "Are you done?" The corner of Jaleti®ye
twitches. "Right. Well that's settled you." Remusis, locks the door, shuts all the windows, ardises the
rest of the area with gratifying attention to det@y the time he's finished, he almost forgethae a headache.

"Can't--move," James says, through gritted teeth.
Well, almost.

At least, Remus thinks, as he tries not to pondeoWwn role in all this madness, Sirius hasn'ttpsitnose
anywhere other than into Remus' mouth, and ignalegantly the niggling voice telling him the dayyst
young. "Oh, shut up,” Remus says to no one inqaét.

"Can't move," James repeats.
"Excellent,” Remus says, and puts pieces of tigstés ears. "Fantastic.”
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