Boxed In

by Ethan Darkcrow

ADVANCE \d4The fresh white snow that had covered the ground made the surrounding area seem only that much more surreal to Harry, while he stood at the entrance to the doorway contemplating the reason he had ever went along with this hair-brained tradition. However, as he looked at the snow, it reminded him of the day all this 'craziness" had come to fruition. It all started three days ago...

ADVANCE \d4
*~*~*

It was the third time this evening that Ron had put the kibosh on Harry in wizarding chess, when a frizzy brown blur passed by them on its way to the common room announcement board. It happen so quickly that both began rapidly blinking and rubbing their eyes thinking that they were seeing things.

Beating Harry to the punch, Ron asked in a confused manner, "Was that Hermione?"

Unsure on how to reply, Harry managed to say, "Er...yeah, I guess."

"Wait a tick...was she holding that red notebook of hers?" Ron asked with a look of terror spreading across his face.

"Bloody hell!" Harry swore, as Ron's implication seemed to strike him rather hard, "Now that I think about it...yeah, that was the red notebook!"

Both young men got up from their seats very slowly while Ron whispered softly to his friend, "I say we make a mad dash for the door!"

"Are you barking mad?! She'll see us!" Harry whispered harshly as they wandered slowly to the common room portal, "No, we have to go slowly."

Ron's palms began to sweat as he glimpsed the 'red notebook' again, 'Poor saps!' he thought while glancing around the room, 'They don't know what she has in store for them.'

This 'red notebook' that Harry and Ron seem to fear was actually Hermione's personal project book, where she kept tabs on the projects that she wanted to do and the ones that were 'in the work's'. Ever since SPEW and several other 'small' project, that had involved them helping her, Ron and Harry had become very wary of anything that had a red cover on it.

Today was no exception. As Harry and Ron had made their way to the wall that led to the common room portal hall, they heard Hermione cleared her throat and began to speak.

"Everyone! Everyone, listen up!" said the excited female voice.

Harry and Ron had finally ducked into the hall and made a mad dash, as the voice seemed to grow louder.

"I have great news for everyone! I've just received permission from our Headmaster, and the other Heads of the Houses, to institute a new tradition in Hogwarts."

The voice seemed to drone on about boxes and some such thing, but when Ron had reached the portal first he didn't care for such minor details. Frantically, Ron said the password but just could seem to get it right, "Kiss Kingle, Crees Kackle, bloody door! Open up!"

Harry came up behind Ron and said, "Ol' Kris Kringle."

"Sorry, boys." said the fat lady in a smug tone, "But I promised the Head Girl that I would keep you two in."

"What!" Ron roared with barely contained anger and a hint of fear, "Let...me...out! Do you hear me? Out!"

"And where do you think you two are going?" asked an obviously upset female voice from behind them.

Hunching his shoulders and almost wishing Voldemort would appear Harry swore, "Bloody buggering..."

"Shit." uttered Ron in a defeated tone.
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“Honestly,” yelled Hermione, pacing back and forth in front of the two boys, “I thought that at least my ‘friends’ would help me in get this tradition started.”

“Look, we were just going to nip down to the kitchen for a spot of food.” Ron said lying through his teeth, “But it seems to me that someone doesn’t trust us to ‘help’ her with anything.”

This plan of action might of worked in third year, but it was seventh year and Hermione was wise to Ron’s distraction techniques. “So, that means you will help me with my project, right?”

Harry physically winced inwardly at the word ‘project’ while he gave Ron a scathing look that would melt steel and said, “Ron said he wouldn’t mind. However, he doesn’t speak for me.”

Hermione turned her gaze from Ron’s trapped expression and focused it on Harry, who at the moment, looked very determined not to give in the slightest. Inspiration struck Hermione as she watched Harry stand his ground in preparation for an argument, “Alright, Harry.”

Not ready for this kind of maneuver, Hermione saw the wind get knocked out of Harry’s sails. Brows furrowed in confusion and a hand rubbing his hair, Harry said “What?”

“Alright, I won’t ‘make’ you do anything that you don’t want to.” replied Hermione as Ron sputtered madly in the background.

Harry narrowed his eyes in suspicion as he waited for the proverbial ‘axe to fall’.

“However...” Hermione drawled while grabbing a lock of her hair and twisting it around her finger in the act of innocence.

‘Here it comes!’ thought Harry bracing himself for something very sneaky and underhanded.

“I was thinking that I could get my studying for the up coming NEWTS done faster if I stopped tutoring...” she let the threat hang in the air and watched Harry’s face blanch, while his mouth hung open in shock.

Closing his mouth, and seeing Ron smug look, Harry picked up what little pride he had left and said, “Hermione, you are a conniving, deviant, manipulating, low down, no good person!”

Batting her eyelashes at Harry, Hermione smiled and said, “Flattery will get you no where, Potter. Besides, I learned from the best.”

Harry grumbled something under his breath and folded his arms, disliking the situation that he was in. “So are you going to help me with my little project?” asked Hermione as she strode up and took his arm.

Giving her a quick glance, Harry nodded his head while saying, “Yeah, sure.”

Clapping her hands together in glee and giving Harry a hug, she ran up to her dorm room while leaving the two boys to sit back down with looks of dread clearly etched in each of their faces.
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Hogwarts was a bustle for the next two days, in preparation for Hermione’s newly installed tradition. Harry and Ron, however, were stuck with ‘Box Manufacturing and Storage’ duty for most of the time, as they purposely ‘goofed up’ any other assignment that Hermione had given them. At the moment they were sitting at a rather large desk with boxes strewn around the room as they played their favorite game of ‘divining their future death’.

“When I’m one hundred and eleven years old, and Jupiter is in alignment with Mars. I will die in a baking accident where my wand explodes and turns me into a loaf of bread.”

“Oooo, good one!” chimed Harry as Ron bowed deeply. “Okay, my turn!”

“At my debut in the official Quidditch leagues, at the conjuncture of Uranus and the full moon I will be speared to death by a mob of enchanted Nimbus 2000's.”

“That’s gotta hurt!” Ron grinned. Just then the door to the class room that they were occupying opened with such force that it banged of the wall and made both Harry and Ron reach for their wands.

Stepping through the door was none other than Draco Malfoy, in all his arrogant glory. “Thought I smelled something funny.” Malfoy sneered as he sniffed the air, “What wrong Weasley? Mum and dad have to skimp on the water to save some money?”

Ron gripped his wand tighter as his mouth became a thin line. “What do you want, Malfoy?” Harry growled out, he too wasn’t in the mood to deal with Malfoy at the moment.

Turning his cold gaze on Harry, Malfoy seemed to bristle at the thought of Harry even speaking to him. “I came to drop off my contribution to this pathetic Muggle tradition that the over zealous mud-blood thought up.”

Ron took a step closer only to glimpse Goyle and Crabbe stand outside of the door waiting for Draco. “Then drop it off and get the hell out!” Ron snapped with a bit more anger than he intended.

Draco’s face broke out into a smile as he realized that his words were angering Ron, “I don’t have to do anything, blood traitor.” Draco whispered as he passed Ron.

Luckily, Harry heard him and quickly thought of a response, “That’s funny Draco...I thought that traitors to the wizarding world usually ended up in Azkaban. Now refresh my memory? Just how many relatives do you have in there?”

Ron’s face grew smug, as the emotionless mask of Draco’s came crumbling apart when he said, “Why, I believe that he’s got two in that place, doesn’t he?”

Fury twisted his elegant features as he shook with rage saying, “Mark my words, Potter! You and your friends, will die by my hands, and my hands alone!” Turning away, Draco stomped out of the classroom and down the hallway cursing and swearing up a storm.

Ginny Weasley was passing through the hall on her way to drop off her box when she spied Draco quickly walked through the same hall in a near murderous rage. Snickering to herself she thought, ‘There is only two people, who I know of, that can make that git insane.’

Turning the corner into the class room Harry and Ron were casting protection spells around a green and silver box that sat in the center of the room. “Hi guys!” she said as Harry looked up and grinned.

“Hey, Ginny! What brings you to our neck of the woods?” he asked while eyeing the box that she held with suspicion.

“What were you doing with that box?” Ginny asked moving closer to the alleged box and tightening her grip on hers.

“I wouldn’t touch that box if I were you.” Ron said as he grabbed her box from her and placed it on a smaller pile in the corner, “Draco brought it in, and we’ve just finished placing magic wards, and several other spells, that will keep any nasty surprises at bay for the time being.”
Harry pulled out a chair and sat down looking at Ginny while he said very casually, “So, Ginny?”

“Yes, Harry?” Ginny replied with a smirk noting that his eyes hadn’t left her box.

“Do you know who your boxing day person is?” Harry managed a face that revealed a mild interest.

“Hey, mate!” Ron said in warning, “I’d be careful about asking that.”

“Why?” asked Harry with an eyebrow raised.

“Well,” Ginny answered with a playful smile, “I think Hermione hexed the sign up sheet with her famous hex. You know, the one that causes pimples to show up in the form of a word.”

“What!? Why would she do such a thing?” Harry said while nervously scratching his head.

“Beats me.” Ron shrugged his shoulders then said,  “You should have heard what she said earlier, though.”
“About what?” both Harry and Ginny said in unison, then laughed at each others facial expression.

“She was ranting about how no one ‘appreciates what she is doing’ and how she’s just going to have to ‘try harder’.” Ron said, as a tired look covered his face.

“I don’t see anything wrong with that.” Ginny said in a confused voice.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Harry interjected, “until your caught up in another of her ‘so-called projects’, that is!”

Ron was nodding vigorously in agreement until a voice called from down the hall, which made everyone in the room stop talking. “Ron? Harry?” called the voice of their over excited friend.

Hermione appeared at the door looking a bit haggard, but exceptionally happy. “Hello, everyone!” she said in a singsong voice, that made both Harry and Ron flinch just a bit.

“What’s she so happy about?” whispered Harry to Ron as Hermione began a conversation with Ginny.

“Don’t know, but I’d rather not find out.” said Ron while he began to sort boxes. Harry followed Ron’s example, only to spy Hermione looking through the piles and nodding her head.

“Guys?” asked Hermione. “Did Draco come by and drop his boxing day gift off?”

“Yeah.” answered Ron. “Why?”

“He was the last person to make a box and...”

Harry interrupted her by saying, “The last? As in...‘the last box we have to sort’?”

Huffing her disapproval at the lack of both of her friends school spirit she said, “Yes. We’re done for now. So why don’t we lock up and head to lunch?”

“Excellent idea!” Ron said as he jumped up from where he had sat down and literally ran down the corridor. “Come on you slowpokes! At this rate all the ‘good’ food is going to be gone.”

Harry just shook his head, as he closed the door to the classroom, while Hermione cast a locking charm. Running down the hall, Hermione caught up with Ron as he trudge his way to the Great Hall. 

Seeing the two walk their way to the hall Harry then heard a small sneeze at his side and saw Ginny holding her hands to her face. Smiling, Harry saw her turn bright red as she pulled her hands away from her face only to realize that they were full of spit. “No worries,” Harry said as he pulled his wand out and said, “Scourgify!”

The spit and ‘what-not’ disappeared from her hands leaving them clean and dry. However, the damage had been done, and Ginny refused to look Harry in the eye for the rest of the walk to the Great Hall.

Seeing that she was obviously embarrassed, Harry decided not to press the issue any further and instead chose to change the subject, “So, can you at least give me a clue to who you have for this boxing day?”

Ginny felt relieved that Harry hadn’t said anything about what had just happened, and smiling she said, “Now, Mr. Potter, I could almost believe that you are trying to get me in trouble with a certain witch whom we are friends with.”

“Well,” Harry said with some deliberation, “it would be nice if someone was in trouble with her, other than me and Ron that is.”

“Be that as it may, I’m still not going to tell you who he is.” Ginny winked as she scooted herself through the Great Hall front doors.

‘He?’ Harry thought as he watched Ginny sit at the seat across from Hermione and began to eat. Mumbling softly to himself, he said, “Hmm, I wonder...”
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That night, Harry sat in his bed mulling over who was his boxing day person was, ‘Snape.’ thought Harry with a bit of uneasiness, ‘Why Snape, of all people?’

Staring at the starry view, outside the window, through the break in his hangings. Harry sighed and tilted his head back thinking, ‘What could I ever give Snape?’

Thinking about possible presents for Snape, Harry remembered the event that happen in sixth year that had strained the almost intolerant relationship that the two people had. Harry remembered the invasion from the Chamber of Secrets. He also remembered Snape’s selfless sacrifice, as his professor stood at the entrance of the chamber and fought against countless deatheaters, until he fell from a well placed jinx. 

Harry also remembered the screams that came from Snape as several Cruciatus curses wracked his body with mind numbing pain. Unable to watch anymore of the torture, Harry cast several wide spread stunning charms into the area and taking a huge risk dragged his half-conscious professor to the opening of Moaning Myrtle’s Bathroom.

Shivering, Harry could only remember bit and pieces of what happened. A female voice sent a killing curse at Snape’s prone body, and with out thinking, Harry did what came naturally to him. Shielding Snape’s body with his, Harry gazed into angry and tired eyes as the curse hit him.

Everything went white. He awoke to a worried Madam Pomfrey and a concerned Dumbledore, but the biggest surprise of all was Snape’s face. Loathing, anger, dislike and several other powerful emotions were present on the Professor’s face as he eyed the boy on the bed. 

After the incident, Snape became even more insufferable towards Harry and his friends. Even now, Harry wondered if he would even be able to ‘step inside Snape’s house’ let alone ‘give’ him a box.

Deciding that it would be best to ‘sleep on it’, Harry pulled the covers over his body and willed himself to sleep.
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Harry watched the scene outside as light snow began to cascade from the gray sky. However, the scene inside was not a peaceful as the outside. Students running back and forth, packing and  preparing to meet their boxing day person at home, as Dumbledore had given permission to everyone to return home for three days.

Harry watched as several first years became quite hyper, as the impeding excitement of the whole idea overwhelmed them. Chuckling, saw a flash of recognizable red hair as Ron came up the stairs to meet Harry on the landing.

Wheezing and huffing, Ron said between breaths, “Harry,...coming with us...talked to Dumble...said alright!”

Harry smiled at his friend as he patted him on the back and helped him get packed. On their way down to the front doors Harry and Ron had to laugh as several glowing signs reminded the passing students to pick up their boxes. Walking to the class room, that held their boxes, the boys were surprised to meet up with both Hermione and Ginny.

“Harry!” Ginny said happily, “What brings you to this neck of the woods?”

Grinning at Ginny’s little joke, Harry said, “Well, I have to get my box before I leave.”

“By the way,” Harry asked Ginny in a curious manner, “What would you give someone that you really don’t know too well?”

“Cheese.” Ron blurted out without thinking, “Cheese is always good.”

“Honestly, Ron!” as she wrinkled her nose and winked at Ginny, “You would consider any food a good gift to give!”

“Yeah, as long as I’m the one receiving it!” Ron replied, then stopped as if thinking about something. “Corned beef,” Ron uttered in a manner that suggested a dislike for the named product, “it the only food I can’t stand anymore.”

“Hmm, that’s too bad.” said Hermione while linking her arms through his, “I love corned beef.”

Ginny and Harry both snickered softly as Ron said with raised eyebrows, “Oh, come off it! You do not like corned beef! I’ve seen you pass it up every time they make it.”

“Maybe I just want to taste and experience other foods. Have you thought about that?” Hermione asked while batting her eyelashes.

“Pfft! Sure, I believe you!” Ron said while rolling his eyes.

Opening the door to the class room the group saw that most of the boxes had been taken and all that was left was a neat little pile on top of a table in the center of the room. Ginny grabbed her box and stuffed it in the backpack Harry had bought for her birthday. Ron grabbed his bright orange box, with pictures of flying cannons on it, and placed it unceremoniously under his arm. 

Hermione sauntered over to her box, which looked oddly like an open book, and carefully placed it in a plastic bag. This left only two boxes on the table and both seemed not to fit Harry’s personality.

The first box was sky blue, with bronze tinsel wrapped around its lid, and painted stars that shined red and gold. It also had a set of happily wiggling metal coils that had two bright green balls attached to the tips of them, which sat atop the box. Harry and Hermione both recognized the goofy accessory as ‘alien antenna’, and could help but chuckle when they saw the box.

“It’s obvious Luna probably made that box.” Ron uttered as he shook his head in disbelief

“Excuse me.” said a voice behind them, “I forgot to get my box.”

Turning around, Harry saw Neville standing at the door way with a red tinge staining his face. Quickly, he strode over to the blue box and placed it in a bag, and just as quickly he left the room.

“Well,” said Ron with a straight face, “at least we now know who has Luna for boxing day.”

Sighing heavily, Harry walked over to the last box in the room and picked it up. Staring at its appearance, Harry winced inwardly, as he thought about the comments he might receive from the person who he has to present this gift to.

“Are you sure that’s the right box?” asked Ginny, as she stared at the black silky material that covered the box and its black velvet bow.

Nodding his head Harry said, “Yeah.”

Each of Harry’s friends had question to ask, but thankfully none of them asked any. Instead, they all turned toward the door and Hermione said, “Come on, well use the floo to get to the Burrow.” 

At the sound of floo travel Harry’s stomach became very queasy while he let out a barely audible groan.
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Little did Harry know, that the weather would be taking a turn for the worse. The flurries, which at the beginning were barely a nuisance, soon became a driving blizzard that cover everything with a thick coat of snow. 

Standing at the entrance of what looked to be an ancient manor, Harry shuttered with worry. The door to the manor was made of cherry wood and had a silver knocker, in the center, in the shape of a hawk.

Reaching up to grab the knocker, Harry wondered if he should just leave the box and go back to the burrow, but instead he steeled himself for the upcoming situation and grasped the knocker. Knocked three times, he heard what could only be described as ‘foot steps and grumbling’ approaching the door from the other side.

Suddenly, the door swung open as a man clothed in a black and red velvet robe stood before him scowling at him and what he held in his hands. “Potter.” said Snape as if it was a nasty word, “Leave the box and go home, and I’ll considered your duty to this ridiculous ‘tradition’ done.”

One part of Harry’s brain jumped for joy at the realization that he was being offered a way out of this new tradition that Hermione had thought up of. However, much to his surprise, Harry heard himself say, “No.”

“No?” asked Snape as his scowl deepened. “No what, Potter?”

“May I come in?” asked Harry as the wind whipped through the street and cut through his clothing causing him to shiver slightly.

“You may not.” Snape said with a sneer, “So, just hand over the box and go play hero somewhere else.”

Harry’s blood began to boil as the stinging remarks that Snape had been making had finally pierced the armor he erected for his confrontation with Snape. “I’m not leaving and I won’t give you the box until you let me in.”

Snape curled his fists while his face twisted into a mask of anger and outrage, “Fine! Do what you like!” he bellowed while stalking away from the opened door in anger. ‘Great!’ thought Snape as Harry entered his front hall, ‘now I have to babysit this insufferable brat! What more could happen to me?’

Letting himself in, Harry closed the door and began to look around the house. To say that Harry was surprised about the interior of the ancient and foreboding manor, would be an understatement. 

He had expected to see little more than an extension of Snape’s dungeon quarters within the house, but was completely unprepared to witness a warm inviting house with trinkets and baubles lining shelve upon shelve against the far wall. A dark blue rug soft to the touch covered the floor and the paint on the walls was decidedly neutral in color. The manor was simple but spoke many volumes of is inhabitant.

“Potter? Are you going to keep me waiting , or would you like to waste more of my precious time on your fancies?” Snape shouted then quickly added, “And take off your shoes if you’re going to enter my house!”

Slipping off his trainers, Harry walked from the front hall passed a room that must have be Snape’s study. Looking inside, he saw a silver cauldron and several shelves with books and potion ingredients, neatly arranged.

“Potter! If you make me wait another second...I will personally burn that box up, consequences be damned!” shouted Snape from room at the end of the hall.

Quickening his step, Harry entered the room while catching glances of the other rooms that he passed by. Upon entering the room that Snape occupied, Harry’s eyes were drawn to the roaring fireplace that stood in the center of the room Snape sat in a comfortable reading chair and had a face that suggested that he was contemplating murder at the moment.

“Well?!” Snape snapped at Harry, when he saw that Harry was looking around at the room, rather than getting this jumped up tradition ‘done and over with’.

“Hmm?” Harry asked and then remembering his box presented it to Snape saying, “Sorry about that.”

“Never mind that,” said Snape as he took the box ans place it on the table next to him. “You can leave now, and don’t slam the door.” Snape instructed a confused Harry.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” asked Harry.

“No.” answered Snape.

Harry was reaching the point where he couldn’t take anymore of Snape’s taunts and ridicule. “Why not?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“Does the universe revolve around you, Potter? Do you believe that you are bestowing me a special privilege that should not go unattended?” spat Snape with so much anger and fury that Harry thought he might stand up and take a swing at him.

“No, I’m just wondering why do you come off like a raging asshole half the time I’m around you!” Harry yelled back at his teachers face.

“One hundred points from Gryffindor! For blatant disrespect and verbal abuse of a teacher.” smirked Snape as he stood up in a menacing fashion and oozed rage, “You puffed up, coddled, cocky, little bastard! Where do you come off say anything to me!

“You sadistic, egomaniacal, self-centered prick!” Harry shouted so loud that some of the pictures that hung in the den shook slightly. “I’ve had seven years of you shoveling your crap at me, and I’ve had it! Just what is your problem with me?!”

“FIVE HUNDRED POINTS FROM GRYFFINDOR!” roared Snape as his face became flushed and his breathing became labored. “Problem?” asked Snape with a fevered look on his face, “You want to know what my problem is with you, Potter!”

“Everything!” Snape raged, “I work my whole entire life to become the best that I can be, and along the way I made some mistakes. However, I rectify my mistakes at great personal risk to my life. And what do I get? Is there even a ‘thank you’ waiting for me when I come back to the wizarding world.?”

Spinning around quickly from his position Snape grabbed Harry’s shoulders and shook them slightly saying, “No! I get cuffed in leg irons and ushered to a hearing on ‘my crimes’ for who I was, and not what I did.”

Releasing Harry, Snape walked over to fireplace and said, “Then there you are, a legend for not even rasing a hand. Having everything handed to you on a silver platter.”

“Not only that but you are his...son...” Snape said softly then uttered, “I almost couldn’t stand owing a life bond to your father, and now...now I owe one to you, of all people!”

Harry’s mouth dropped open and his anger faded at what Snape was telling him, “You wanted to die?”

“At least I would have been recognized as a defender of Hogwarts! Instead of another helpless victim, that the brave and powerful ‘Harry-bloody-Potter’ saved.” Snape said with a faraway look in his eye.

Walking over to his chair Snape sat down and looked twice his age as his face seemed to slacken and create ridges and wrinkles in his face. “You wanted to know my problem, Potter? There you have it, you’re my problem!”

Huffing to himself Snape then added, “And since life has been so unfair to me. Why should I be fair to you?”

Closing his eyes and swallowing the lump in his throat that threatened to choke him. Harry looked at his Potions Professor and finally understood the magnitude of failure that he had to deal with everyday, but gathering strength finally utter a truth that shattered all of Snape’s meticulously created theories, “Because, sir...I’m am not the source of your lot in life.”

Snape’s face became a frozen, unreadable mask as he sat gazing into the fire. Finally he blinked and said in a weary voice, “Leave, Potter.”

“Sir?”

“Leave now, or I have you forcefully removed from my house.” Snape said calmly.

Taking his cue, Harry walked toward the door and as he stretched out his hand to open the door he heard Snape’s voice saying, “Oh, and Potter? That will be another two hundred points for backtalk and the like.”

Harry just shook his head while he opened the door and step outside.
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Seamus Finnigan eyed the box in front of him with suspicion as his friend Dean Thomas sat across the table smiling and wagging his eyebrows up and down. “Well? Come on, mate! Open it already!” Dean said with a bit too much excitement running in his voice.

Seamus looked down at the green box, that was decorated with flying mugs of beer, shamrocks and dancing leprechauns, and then looked back at Dean. Seamus began to wonder if his friend thought of him as a fool, because this looked like a classic set up gag that they had used against each other during their fourth year.

Picking up the box Seamus shook it gentle at first, then harder as time passed. ‘Little rattling, which means nothing too big.’ thought Seamus casting a suspicious glance at his friend.

Dean had been growing impatient, as he watched his friend dissecting his gift as if it was a bloody bomb...’Oh, hell!’ Dean thought as he realized that Seamus was treating the box like a gag that was about to explode.

“Seamus? You know I wouldn’t be pulling anything underhanded on you, right?” Dean asked in a serious tone.

“Yeah...,” Seamus said slowly as he grabbed the top of the box and then taking a deep breath opened the box so fast that the leprechauns on the box top whirled around in a dizzy state for a small while.

Expecting an explosion or a wet sensation and not receiving one made Seamus realize that he was acting like a ‘hoses-arse’ in front of his friend. Cracking an eye open he saw Dean shaking his head and rolling his eyes while mumbling, “...last time I give you a present!”

Blinking hard and rubbing his eyes Seamus said, “Ow, I’ve got somethin’ in me eyes. Damn dust!”

“Save it for the first year suckers, Fin!” Dean said as he reached over and punched him in the arm, “Now. Get on with it, man!”

Peering into the box Seamus saw at the bottom several muggle photographs and a rolled up piece of paper tied off with a fancy bow. Reaching in, Seamus pulled out the photos first.

Staring at the photos, Seamus began to laugh as he saw a slightly crispy Dean Thomas looking rather ‘put off’ in each of them. Hair smoking and face full of soot Seamus couldn’t help but feel that he forgot about something important.

Flipping over each of the photos the back’s were marked with school years and started at second year. “Hold on...,” said Seamus, as a piece of the puzzle clicked into place.

A memory of him trying to manipulate a spell to turn water into alcohol had just flashed into his brain. “Second year,” Seamus said out loud then thought, ‘that’s when I gave up on trying to make the spell work.’

“You didn’t!” Seamus roared in excitement as his friend grinned deviously at him.

“Didn’t what?” asked Dean in an uninterested voice, but Seamus was already in the box fishing out the scroll of paper that had the bow on it.

Sliding the bow off and opening the scroll, Seamus began to, as he puts it so eloquently, ‘sob like a wee little girly’. 

“Water to Beer Transmutation Charm.” read Seamus as he kicked his chair back and strode over to the other side of the table to embrace his best friend, while he crying out, “This is the best gift that anyone has ever gave me!” Dean smiled, as he patted his friends back and watched him rub the tears from his eyes.

When Seamus regained his composure and was caught by Dean staring at the spell in a hypnotic trance he said with a holler, “Right then!”

“LET’S GET PISSED!”
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Hermione had just flooed back from Hanna Abbot’s house, and she sat on the love seat with closed eyes. ‘Now’s my chance.’ thought Ron as he came into the living room and sat down next to Hermione, with his box in his hand and blush on his neck.

Hermione’s eye cracked open to see Ron rehearsing his talk with her, and she giggled inwardly at the silliness that she had to put up with in order for Ron to finally understand his feelings for her. 

However, scolding herself she said, ‘Oh, like you’re any better! You should have told him your feelings third year, and what did you do? That’s right, nothing!’

Finally, Hermione heard Ron clearing his throat as he held out his box to her and said, “Uh...erm...I hope you like it!”

Feeling that the box was rather heavy, Hermione felt a bit excited and quickly tore off the top reveling...a completely cooked corned beef!

“What?” Hermione said in a confused and hurt manner, “Ron?! Are you serious?”

“What’s wrong?” asked Ron in a innocent tone, “I thought you like corned beef?”

“Ron! I don’t like corned beef! I was just joking with you, but...” Hermione sagged in defeat and disappointment as she realized that she had did herself in.

“Damn!” Ron said in frustration before a smile started to creep onto his face, “And I thought I had a way out of eating my mum’s corned beef!”

Hermione ears finally caught the mischief in his voice, and when she stared up at him all she could see was his deviously grin when he said, “Gotcha!”

“Ooooo! I’m going to kill you!” Hermione said about to throw the box at him.

“Now, hold on there love,” Ron put his hands up in defense, “if you throw that box you just may mess up you gift at the bottom.”

Looking up at the box, Hermione gently brought the box back down, and looked inside. Lifting the platter of corned beef out of the box she saw a note and a worn, but comfortable looking jumper under it.

Picking the note out she read it.

****

Dear Hermione,

I know that I am not a man of many words , and sometimes I wish that I could express my feelings for you with words that would impress you. However, knowing that I don’t trust myself, not knowing how you might take it, and afraid of rejection from someone who I feel so strongly for, has lead me to seek a cowardly solution. 

I know that this might not be the way that you wanted me to tell you, but as you know very well things often don’t turn out like they should. Well, I guess I should stop beating around the bush and just come out and say it...

Hermione...I love you. I always have and always will. And even if I couldn’t be with you, I would still love you, even though it would be something like tearing me in half and storing it away.

****

Blinking away her tears, Hermione reached into the box and pulled out the old Cannon’s jumper as she looked at Ron. 

His face was scarlet and, at the time, he was looking down at the ground in shear terror from telling her his feeling. Walking over to Ron with a purpose in mind Hermione cupped his face in her hands, and raised his head up until she could see his eyes. “I love you too, Ron.” she whispered and gave him a light but sensual kiss on the lips.

Looking as if he might pass out from elation Ron pulled Hermione into a tight embrace and sobbed lightly while she held him. Breaking from the embrace Ron ran upstairs calling back down at Hermione, “You might want to put the jumper on!”
 Shrugging her shoulders and slipping the jumper over her head, Hermione smoothed out the wrinkles on the front, only to feel something in the front left pocket.

Reaching into the pocket she pulled out a small silver and gold ring with the word ‘forever’ etched on the inside of the band, and a small diamond sparkled at her as her breath was taken away by what this meant.

At that moment she heard Ron say from his room upstairs, “Am I good or what!?”

*~*~*

After his bout with Snape, Harry — feeling mentally exhausted — found himself entering the only place, which he could really call something akin to home. Entering through the kitchen entrance he felt four pairs of eyes settle on him as a chorus of voices uttered, “Harry! Come sit with us.” said four of the five elderly Weasley brothers.

 Sitting down in the nearest chair Harry was handed a cup of liquid by the twins, which Harry sniffed suspiciously.

“Harry,” said Fred clutching his heart, “you wound us! We would never spike your drink!”

“Maybe put some alcohol in it!” George said redundantly squeezing a chuckle from his other brothers.

“Or an experimental potion!”

“But never spike it!” they both ended in unison.

“Sure.” Harry said with raised eyebrows and a skeptical look.

Harry then noticed something that made him very suspicious and nervous. Bill, who had been at the far end of the table, had moved closer to him and was grinning that same grin that Ron would do when he tried to intimidate someone.

“Uh...hey, Bill.” Harry said slightly nervous.

“Harry?” asked Bill in a fatherly tone of voice, “Have we ever had the pleasure of talking about family with you?”

Something inside Harry’s head was screaming ‘Blast them! Run away! Do something!’, but Harry just said in confusion, “No...not really.”

Another warning light went off as he saw Charlie get up from his seat and look out the window, and that’s when he saw the strange hat that he was wearing. It looked as if it was made from plastic and had a lot of holes in it.

“Well, Harry,” continued Bill in his fatherly tone and he crept even closer, “when someone becomes family...”

“Aren’t I family already?” Harry asked as he faked confusion to buy a little more time. He was also hoping, on the outside chance that they feel sorry for him, they would call off what ever crazy thing they had planned for him.

“But that’s just it, Harry!” said Bill with amusement lacing his voice, as the twin got up from their seat, “You got in by default, and that just didn’t sit too well with ‘the older brothers’.” Both twins began to chuckle darkly and crack their knuckles as the closed in on Harry.

“Now, Percy has decided that you are not deserving of this rite of passage, but don’t think we’re blind, Potter! We see how you look at our little sister!” Bill nodded at Charlie who nodded and began to lower his hat, which oddly looked like...a muggle hockey mask?!

At that, Harry’s eyes popped open and he began to stutter as he looked for a way out. He then saw George and Fred playing with their wands as different color flames shot out of them.

“Guys,” Harry pleaded, “Don’t make me do this.”

“Do what?” came Charlie’s voice through the hockey mask as he wield a giant paddle.

Pulling out his wand Harry said, “Don’t make me hurt you.”

“Oh, that! No worries about that hurting us.” said Bill in a clam voice, “Thanks to George and Fred, you’ve been walking around with a fake wand most of the day.”

Harry had almost resigned himself to a ‘Weasley beating’ until the door to the kitchen opened and Mrs. Weasley stepped through surveying the kitchen and it’s occupants.

Putting her hands on her hips Mrs. Weasley asked in her most formidable voice, “Charlie? What is that on your face! And why, pray tell, do you have the old paddle out?”

Harry saw four glares promising a beating that would be that much more painful if he so much as squeaked a word about this to their parents. ‘Now’s my chance,’ Harry thought as Mr. Weasley entered the room and greeted everyone.

“Mr. and Mrs. Weasley! You’ve got to help me!” Harry heard several feral growls emanating from the four people behind him as well as a whispered words that sounded like “dead meat!” At any other time he would consider these four men in front of him “family”, but at the moment, he was having a hard time doing so.

“What’s wrong dear?” asked Mrs. Weasley in a worried voice while Mr. Weasley sent a searching look at his sons.

Pointing at the four sitting at the table, Harry said, “They’re trying to do some sort of ‘initiation’ to me! Please you gotta help!”

Harry heard a chuckle from across the room and saw Mr. Weasley sitting at the head of the table shaking his head in disbelief while he said softly, “The Prewett family initiation.”

“The what?” asked Mrs. Weasley.

“Your brothers...had a initiation...that they invoked whenever there was a new member introduced into their family.” said Mr. Weasley with a sparkle in his eye as he rubbed his back slightly while remembering the beating he had received, and said, “I think I still have a scar some where on the back of my leg from that initiation.”

“Why didn’t I know this?” asked Molly in a huff.

“Come now, Molly?” answered Arthur with a playful grin reaching his mouth, “When ever did your brothers tell you ‘everything’ that they did?”

Thinking that his protection was slowly slipping away from him, Harry inched toward the door, until he saw Mr. Weasley wink in his direction and nudge his head toward the open door.

“No, I think that its only fair,” said Mr. Weasley keeping everyone focus on him, “that tradition should be held up, but you all know the rules. As soon as the sun sets you can never put him through the initiation again.”

With Mr. Weasley’s ruling echoing through the Burrow, four pairs of eyes turned their malevolent gazes on the spot where Harry was suppose to be standing, and instead saw a blur of black and blue slamming the kitchen door shut and running for the broom shed.

“Quick, after the scrawny berk!” cried Charlie.

“Don’t let him get to his Firebolt, or we’ll never catch him!” yelled Fred.

“Harry, your just making this harder on yourself! Come back and accept your beating!” called out Bill.

“Hurry! We’re wasting valuable ‘bonding’ time!” shouted George as they all filed through the kitchen door.

“Run, Harry!” cheered Mr. Weasley as he ran to the front door and saw Harry speed off into the sky as four other blurs followed him. Cupping his hand he yelled from the front of the kitchen door, “And don’t come back until sunset!”

Mrs. Weasley just shook her head and groaned, “Men!”

*~*~*

The sun had set over ten minutes ago, but Ginny was still waiting outside the Burrow on pins and needles after Mrs. Weasley explained the situation with her brothers and Harry. ‘Those stupid gits!’ thought Ginny as she stomped her foot into the ground.

Fuming, she barely noticed the figures in the distance walking down the road. After cursing some more she finally looked up to see her four brother walking down the road towards the Burrow.

‘They don’t seem too happy.’ thought Ginny as she could just barely make out the identical frowns on the faces of each of her brothers as the opened the gate to the front yard. As they walked passed her she heard snippets of conversations and rumblings.

“What?” said Bill with an innocent look on his face, “I didn’t even know you could do that on a broom!” Fred’s angry leer and limp told Ginny that there must have been a mid-air fight.

“He’s a quick little bugger,” said George, “I’ll give him that!”

“And I just polished it,” Charlie whined as he threw a large paddle on the ground near the shed while adding, “I just wanted to use it once on him, that’s all!”

“We know Charlie, we know.” said an ill-tempered Fred, as he deposited a broom against the shed, the others followed his lead before they all started to walk to the kitchen door.

Ginny came striding up to her brothers with a inquisitive look plastered on her face, and said, “Where’s Harry? What did you do to him?”

Growls and curses were all that met Ginny’s ears, as Fred, George and Charlie nearly pulled the door of its hinges when they stomped angrily into the house. Bill stood on the bottom step looking at his baby sister and sighed as he pointed to a lone figure waiting at the top of the hill just outside the Weasley property. Mumbling something about ‘getting him back’ Bill entered the house and closed the door. 

Ginny watched at the figure walked steadily towards her and looked to be ‘perfectly fine’, as health goes. The flashes of light, sent by the glasses on his face, flashed once or twice as she felt her heart start to speed up.

Soon he was at the open gate and closing it behind him. Walking towards her, Ginny could pick out the familiar green eyes, unruly hair, and that lopsided smirk that she had become accustom to.

As he got close to her, Ginny noticed Harry’s worried look when he asked, “Are they inside?”

“Yeah,” Ginny giggled softly, “they are, but they don’t seem too happy with you. Wonder why that is?”

Smiling at his accomplishment Harry said, “They couldn’t catch me!”

“I even had to pull off some last minute stunts to keep away from them, which lead to two of them hitting each other,” Ginny nodded while thinking of Fred and Bill.

Leading Harry to the wooden bench out in the front yard she let him describe his escape and chase, while she found herself staring into his brilliant green eyes. 

“Ginny?”

The question had snapped her out of the trance that she was currently in as she replied, “I’m sorry, what was that?”

Harry, keeping his shoulders straight and feet planted, looked down at his feet as he said, “I...I was just wondering if you’ve already given your boxing day gift away.”

“Oh, that?” said Ginny with a slight smirk, “I went to Neville’s house this afternoon and caught him just before he left.”

Harry’s face dropped slightly in disappointment while he spoke, “Neville. Right.”

Ginny saw the clear disappointment etched into his face as well as heard it in his voice, but watching Harry she saw him do something that always made her love him that much more. Shrugging off his disappointment, Harry smiled at Ginny and asked, “So, What did you get him?”

“I made some homemade fudge and cookies for him along with a planner that Hermione helped me make.” Ginny said as she watched him smile.

“I’ve seen Hermione’s planners, but the fudge sounds interesting. Is it any good?” Harry asked, obviously teasing her.

“It’s to die for!” Ginny said while sticking her nose up in the air.

“Then I must try some.” Harry said with determination.

Ginny felt sad, as she saw Harry putting away his feelings, to keep the mood going between them. Reaching into her pocket, Ginny removed a small box that was in the shape of a golden snitch. Its shinny emerald bow and silver wings shined in the light as Ginny said, “Harry?”

“Yea...” Harry stared at the small box held in Ginny’s dainty hands and felt as if his world had just flipped upside down, “What...what’s this?”

“Happy boxing day, Harry.” Ginny whispered into his ear. Shivering, he grasped her hands before gently plucking the box from them.

The happiness that seemed to enter Harry’s face, only made Ginny feel that much more satisfied as he undid the bow and carefully opened the small box.

“I didn’t know what to get you so I...” Ginny rambled on when Harry pulled out a small wooden figure that resembled her. When he placed it in his palm the figure, with its red hair and white dress, stood up and turned red in the face as it swayed from side to side to side.

“Hey!” Ginny said surprised, “it wasn’t suppose to...”

“I love it.” Harry said in a low tone that spoke volumes. Reaching over to Ginny, Harry pulled her in and hugged her affectionately, before he gave her a small, chaste kiss on the lips. Now it was Ginny’s turn to feel the ‘world flipped upside down’.

Sitting on the bench Harry stared out at the fields before them and said, “Do you what to get some thing to eat? I’m famished!” said Harry as a smile played at the corners of his lips.

“Yeah, Harry!” called Fred’s voice from the kitchen window, “Why don’t you come on in here and have a bite to eat.”

Ginny looked mortified as Harry said, “You don’t think that they heard...”

“Every...word,” said Charlie’s gravely voice.

“Come on Harry,” Bills charismatic voice came wafting out of the kitchen door way, “We only want to ‘talk’ about ‘brotherly’ things with you.”

Harry turned to Ginny, who was pinching the bridge of her nose and shaking her head, and said, “I think I’ll take a rather long walk around the pond. I’ll be back later.”

“Harry, mate!” cried a familiar and desperate voice from inside the kitchen, “Don’t leave me!”

“Ron?!” Harry asked in confusion.

“That’s right, Potter!” a mischievous voice belonging to George called out from the kitchen, “We have your friend! Now! If you ever want to see him again, you’ll come in and have a ‘brotherly talk’ with us.”

“Damn!” Harry said has he looked at Ginny who was beginning to snicker softly.

“Think this is funny do you?” Harry asked with an amused face.

“Extremely!” muttered Ginny through suppressed giggles.

“They’re just not going to give up, are they?” deduced Harry, as he stared at the kitchen door. “Not until they have this so called ‘brotherly talk’.”

“Nope.” Ginny answered with a smile.

“Well then...” Harry quickly wrapped Ginny in an embrace and kissed her lightly again saying, “That’s to tide me over, just incase I don’t make it back.”

Leaving Ginny in a daze Harry boldly strode into the kitchen while she heard Ron say, “Harry! Thank, Merlin!”

“Don’t you dare hurt him!” yelled Ginny from out side as a giggle slipped from her lips.

“Hurt?” came a voice filled with fake confusion, “No, no, no, no, we’re just going to be ‘brotherly’ to him!”

After that shouts of ‘get him!’, ‘tricky little bastard!’, and other profanities shook the kitchen as all hell broke loose.

Ginny, however, stood outside eyes close and swaying to and fro as she thought, “He kissed me! Harry Potter kissed me.”

*~*~*

He had been contemplating all day of whether he should burn the ruddy present or see what was inside, and quite frankly he was going out of his mind with curiosity about what was inside the box.

Knowing that he would regret it, Snape lifted the silky black box in his spidery fingers, feeling the smooth material. Undoing the bow and pulling the top off he peered into the box and was surprised at what was inside.

Laying on several layers of black cloth was a ordinary potion vial, with a note attached to it. Picking up the vial and snapping the note off the small string, he read its contents.

****

Professor,

I don’t really know you too well, so I’ve decided to try and give you something that you would appreciate. In this vial is a potion that I brew using one of Dumbledore’s books. Just for your information, the level of expertise need to create the potion is higher than NEWTS level. I know you don’t care but, I just need to know if I could do it. It took me two tries before I made a suitable draft of this potion. Enjoy!
****

Snape read the description of the potion in front of him and paled slightly, he remembered vividly that this same potion was one of five potions that he had tried to master and failed miserably at in the process.

Staring at the vial, he mutter the name of the potion as it came into his head, “The draft of blissful peace.”

*~*~*

The hospital ward at Hogwarts hadn’t changed a lot in the years that Dumbledore had taught as a professor. Now sitting on a bed, with both Madam Pomfrey and Professor McGonagall giving him stares of concern, Dumbledore sighed and chuckled a bit.

“Nothing to get overly upset about,” said Dumbledore as he peered around the room trying to think about what is different about it, but not coming up with the answer.

“Nothing to get upset about!” screeched McGonagall as she added, “Albus, this is a serious breech of protocol! Who ever did this deserves, at least, a detention!”

“Please, Minerva.” said Madam Pomfrey as she handed Dumbledore a potion, “You should really try and not stress yourself too much about this, I’m sure Albus has this under control.”

McGonagall, turned her head and tapped her foot impatiently while she said, “Well? Do you have this under control?”

“Actually,” Dumbledore said with a measure of infinite calmness and a bit of embarrassment, “I can’t seem to find the proper spell.”

“How did this happen?” asked Madam Pomfrey as she began to pull magical medical texts on the symptoms that she saw.

“Well,” Albus Dumbledore, one of the most powerful wizard in all the world, said in a manner that reminded the two women of a child who was caught stealing a cookie from the cookie jar, “I was at Hagrid’s hut ‘discussing’ some thoughts...”

“More like gossiping.” said McGonagall, to Madam Pomfrey, as she raised a thin eyebrow.

Clearing his throat, Dumbledore continued by saying, “Yes, well...we talked, and then we got on the subject of the boxing day gifts and, I may have let it slip out...just who was his boxing day person.”

“No wonder.” said Madam pomfrey trying very hard not to launch into a fit of giggles.

“Albus!” scolded McGonagall as she crossed her arms, “you knew what would happen!”

“Yes,” said Dumbledore as he lifted the mirror to his face and saw the bright red pimples lined up to form the word ‘CHEATER’ on his face.

“Two things I can say for sure, though.” Dumbledore said with a small grin.

“And those are?” the two women before him said in unison.

“Well. One, is that Ms. Granger is defiantly the smartest witch of her age.”

“And the other?” asked Madam Pomfrey, as she placed a white cream on his face.

“In hindsight, I don’t think it was wise to give them a three day holiday.” he chuckled

~*  Fin *~

