
Ginny Potter stood silently among her friends and family.  The cool wind howled around her as she clutched her daughter, trying to keep her warm.  There was a chill in the air that was unusual for late August.  The weather fit her mood perfectly, violent and troubled.    Silent tears ran down her cheeks as she gazed at her family.  Ron Weasley was next to her, with one arm protectively around her shoulder.  His expression was unreadable as he stared into space.  His other arm was secured tightly around his wife’s waist as she huddled next to him.  Hermione had her face buried in Ron’s chest, and was sobbing freely as she clutched his shirt.  Next to Hermione were Ginny’s brothers, Charlie and Bill with their families.  Fred Weasley stood on Ginny’s other side, with his arms protectively around his wife Katie.  Their son George was in front of them, staring around at the vast crowd of people, not understanding why they were there.  Molly and Arthur Weasley were beside them, each holding a two year old in their arms. Their matching expressions those of hopelessness.  Tonks came next, cradling Ron and Hermione’s son Matthew close to her to block the wind. 


Ginny was amazed at the sheer number of people present at the gathering.  It seemed to her that every wizard and witch in Britain had attended, and she thought that that was fitting.  The number gathered matched that of Albus Dumbledore’s funeral, already a year and a half ago.  Ginny only vaguely remembered that day.  Dumbledore’s death at the hands of Voldemort had rocked the wizarding world to it’s very core.  But those were old memories, and Ginny pushed them to the back of her mind.  She needed to focus, now was not the time to drudge up that part of the past.  Today was a day to remember the good times, and there were plenty of those.  She couldn’t afford not to think happy thoughts, or she’d break down completely, and she’d done that enough.  


Ron gently squeezed her shoulder, and she was brought out of her thoughts.  She looked over at him, and he nodded towards the east, where a small podium was placed.  She turned her attention towards it, and saw Remus Lupin step forward.  His face was pale, his eyes bloodshot with dark rings around them.  He looked like he hadn’t slept in months, and in truth, he probably hadn’t.  Ginny began to tremble in anticipation of his words, and Ron tightened his grip on her, trying to give her all the comfort he could spare.  She checked on her daughter, who was sleeping peacefully, completely unaware of the events unfolding around her.  After what seemed like an eternity, Remus spoke.


“I’d like to thank everyone for being here today.  On this day, we honour a man above all others.  His struggle and defeat of Lord Voldemort freed our world from a reign of darkness.  In the words of a muggle, Martin Luther King Jr., ‘The ultimate test of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.’” Harry James Potter stood for all that is good and pure in this world, and we are gathered here to remember him, and pay tribute to his life.”


Ginny barely heard the rest of Remus’ speech, or those of the other dignitaries.  A few of Harry’s school friends went forward to share a memory of her husband, but she barely listened.  She could still hear Hermione’s sobs and Ron’s soothing words beside her.  It was all very surreal for Ginny, like a nightmare come to life.  


“We shouldn’t be here,” she said to Ron.  “This isn’t right.  He’s not gone, I can feel it.”


“Ginny,” Ron sighed.  They’d had this conversation a dozen times in the past month. “He’s, he’s been gone for almost a year now.  It time to let go, to move on.”


“But I can feel him, he can’t be gone,” she sobbed.


“Gin, you know he’ll always be with you, with us, right here,” he motioned to her heart.  “It’s time to live again.  He freed us so we could be happy, he’d want us to be happy.  I know it hard, but Gin, it’s time.”  He squeezed her shoulder tighter.


Ginny nodded as the tears began to fall.  She really did believe that Harry was still alive, but they’d searched for months. Maybe Ron was right, she needed to live.  Besides, she had her daughter, their daughter, to take care of.  


The ceremony continued for another hour before the crowd began to disperse.  Finally, all that remained were the Weasleys and the other members of the Order of the Phoenix.  Ginny, Ron and Hermione slowly made their way towards a small monument near the lake.  The view of Hogwarts castle from where they stood was breathtaking, but now was not the time to admire it’s beauty.  Ron and Hermione stepped forward, arms around each other, and murmured something that Ginny couldn’t hear.  When they finished, she handed her daughter to Ron and knelt down.  She could feel where her tears had soaked her robes as the covered her heart.  “You’ll always be here,” she whispered, staring at the plaque that read,



In Memory of Harry James Potter



Loving Husband and Father



 and Loyal Friend.



‘Together Forever,



 Never Apart.



Maybe at Distance,



 but Never at Heart.’

~~*~~

15 YEARS LATER . . .

She watched as a man with jet black hair and glasses tiptoed towards a crib.  He reached down and picked up the baby that was nestled inside.  The child quickly reached out and took hold of his thumb.  He chuckled softly.

“That’s my little seeker.  You’re going to be a seeker, just like you’re daddy, yes you are,” he cooed.  The infant smiled, as if agreeing with him.  “It’s time to sleep now sweetheart.  Mommy needs some rest, and daddy’s got to leave.”  The baby frowned, and then began to cry.

“Hey hey, don’t cry.  Daddy won’t be gone long.  He has to visit Uncle Ron, he’ll be back tomorrow.  Shhhh.  Don’t cry,” he murmured.  The child didn’t let up.  “Shhh.  Hey, I’ll tell you a secret.  I never really leave you, you know that?  No I don’t.  I’ll always be right here with you,” then he pointed to her heart.  The baby smiled.  “That’s right, I’ll always be right here.”
~~*~~

16 year old Niema Potter awoke with a start.  She rubbed her neck and frowned.  She must have dozed off, she was really tired after practice today.  She leaned against the window, trying to recall the dream she just had.  She vaguely remember there being a man and a baby, but couldn’t picture either of them.  All she knew is that she had a weird feeling in her heart, that she couldn’t describe.  She sighed, and pushed her messy black hair out of her face.  The door to her room burst open, and Matt came running at her.

“Hey Ni, where ya been?  I’ve been looking all over for you!”

“I’ve been right here, and don’t call me Ni, it’s Niema you dunderhead,” she jumped away from him as he started to ruffle her hair.  She hated it when he did that.  Matthew was Niema’s cousin and best friend.  They’d been together from birth, and were still inseparable.  “What do you want anyway?  You’re not supposed to be in the girl’s dormitory!”

“Oh please, I’ve been in here loads.  It’s not like you have any dorm mates.”

Niema scowled at him.  He was right, she was the lone occupant of the 6th year girls dorm.

Matt smirked at her, “Fine then, I won’t tell you my story about Nathan ...”  He trailed off as he turned around.

Niema grabbed the back of his robes and spun him around to face her, “What about him?”  She asked, trying to sound casual, but failing miserably.

He shook his head, “I don’t think so dear cousin.  Apologize for that rude face you just made.”  Niema scowled at him again.  “You know, ladies shouldn’t scowl like that, it’s not very becoming,” he laughed.

Niema glared at him and mumbled something under her breath that made Matt laugh even harder.  “Just tell me before I hex you into next week, you prat!”  She demanded, pulling her wand out of her robes.

Matt backed up, holding his hands in front of him, “Okay, okay, put the wand away already!”  He chuckled.  “I just wanted to tell you that the trio just played an awesome prank on some Slytherins, they’re talking about it in the common room.”

Niema’s face lit up, “Really?  Well what are we waiting around here for?  Come on, let’s go listen,” and with that she grabbed Matt’s robes again and dragged him down the stairs to the common room.

Niema spotted ‘the trio’, as Matt and she like to call them in the far corner of the room, surrounded by a crowd of people.  This wasn’t a shock to Niema, the trio always had a group of followers.  Two of them were her twin cousins, Grace and Michael Weasley.  Grace was beautiful, with short curly auburn hair that always seemed to be perfect, even though it was messy.  She was short, only reaching Michael’s chin.  Michael was tall, with shaggy brown hair.  He loved to read, while his sister loved to play Quidditch.  Grace had been a chaser on the Gryffindor team since her third year.  Michael was the top student in the 7th year class.  They were more than just her cousins, Grace and Michael were like her brother and sister.  She looked up to them in so many ways, and they always made her feel included.      

Niema blushed as she gazed at the third member of the trio.  Nathan Wood.  Quidditch keeper and captain, and all round hunk.  He was the same height as Michael, and had, in Niema’s opinion, the most amazing blue eyes.  

Matt poked her in the ribs, “Oi, what are you staring at?”  He followed her gaze and smirked, “Never mind, I can see.”

Niema blushed even harder, and silently cursed her mother for giving her the Weasley ‘blushing’ gene.  She’d take red hair over a tomato face any day.  “Shut up Matt,” she scowled, taking her eyes off Nathan.  Her cousin just shook his head at her.

“Oh look Ni, you’re being beckoned,” he said as he pointed to the corner of the room.

She slapped her cousin on the back of the head, “It’s N-i-e-m-a!” she muttered.

“OUCH!  Fine, fine!” he bent low to the ground, “N-i-e-m-a, you’re being beckoned by Queen Grace.  Is that better?” 

Niema frowned at him then turned and saw Grace motioning for her to join the group.  She grabbed Matt’s arm and brought him with her.  “Oi, calm down, he’s not going anywhere, there’s no rush!”  He cried as she pulled him along with her.

“Shhh!”  She hissed at him, as she dropped his arm.  They approached the crowd just as Michael was finishing his rant.

“... and then their robes flashed ‘Gryffindor is the best’!  It was bloody brilliant, if I do say so myself,” he grinned.

“Hey Ni, here’s your cloak back.  Thanks for letting us borrow it, the prank was hilarious,” Nathan whispered as he handed her a shimmering piece of material.  

“Um .... you ... I mean, you’re welcome.  Anytime,” she squeaked as she took the package.  Her face now resembling a beet.

Beside her, Matt cleared his throat, and leaned towards her.  “How come he gets to call you Ni?”  He whispered in her ear.  “I don’t see you smacking him.”

Niema jabbed her elbow into his ribs.  “Shut up!”  She murmured, as she grinned up at Nathan.  He winked at her, before turning around to join in the discussion of their latest prank on the Slytherins.

Niema was ecstatic, Nathan Wood winked at her!  She was so happy, she could burst.  Her delight must have shown on her face, because Matt just shook his head and chuckled at her.  She frowned at him.  He was always teasing her.  She never should have told him that she thought Nathan was good-looking. If only she knew who he fancied.  She supposed he was smart enough not to tell her about whoever it was.  But she would find out, if it was the last thing she did ...

“Come on you, I need help with the transfiguration essay that’s due tomorrow.  My mum can be such a nit picker sometimes,” Matt said as he grabbed her arm and led her to a table.  He plopped her down in a chair, where she continued to grin, a glazed expression on her face, for the rest of the evening.             

~~*~~

There was a hubbub of excitement on the Great Hall the next morning.  Niema quickly spotted Matt and plopped down beside him.  “What’s all the fuss about?”  She asked, grabbing a piece of toast.

“‘Ogmead ...”  he gulped, “Sorry, Hogsmeade weekend coming up.  It’s the last one before Christmas.  You going?”  

Niema glanced over at the trio, “Oh, I dunno, maybe.”

Matt sighed, “Why don’t you just tell him you fancy him already?”

Niema felt another blush creep onto her cheeks as she bent her head to butter her toast.  She feigned ignorance,  “What do you mean?  Tell who?”

“Oh please, I’m not that thick!”  Matt snorted.

“Oh really?  Are you sure you’re my cousin, Matthew Weasley, cause he’s as thick as they get!”  She grinned as he tried to swat her with his fork, succeeding only in spilling eggs all over his robes as she ducked.

“You’re such a little brat!  Come on, you’re walking with me back to the tower so I can change.”  He pulled her up as she swiped more toast.  “We’ve got to hurry, mum will no problem giving me detention if I’m late!”

~~*~~

The morning passed by quickly, as Niema made her way through Transfiguration and History of Magic.  The afternoon brought DADA, one of Niema’s favourites.  She walked into the class and settled down beside Matt, whose ears looked a little pink.  

“Uh ... Niema?”  He mumbled.

“Wha?”

“I have to ask you something ... but you have to promise not to laugh.”  He said, with a very desperate expression on his face.

Niema turned and peered at him.  Matt was never this serious, or at least not when she was around.  She thought about playing with him a little, but decided against it when she saw the pleading look he was giving her.  “I promise,” she said solemnly.  “What is it?”

“Well ... the thing is that - “

“Good afternoon class!”  The voice of Professor Ernst rang through the classroom.

“Good afternoon Professor,” the class droned.  Niema shot Matt a glance.  He turned from her and studied his parchment.  She shrugged, he’d probably tell her later.

“Today, we are going to practice the Patronus Charm again.  Hopefully after all the work you did on it last week, one of you will manage to produce something tangible.  Alright then, partner up!  Remember, it’s Expecto Patronum.  Think happy thoughts!”  And with that she began circling the room, inspecting the students’ work.

Niema and Matt immediately paired up and began concentrating.  Matt tried first and was able to produce a silvery mist from the end of his wand.  Niema concentrated really hard.  She thought about Nathan’s wink from the day before, “Expecto Patronum!”  She shouted.  A mist similar to Matt’s shot out of her wand.  She frowned.  She new she could do better than that.  She dug deep into her heart for a happy memory.  Suddenly, her strange dream came to mind.  She still couldn’t remember the details, but she had that funny feeling in her chest.  She concentrated on it and tried again.

“EXPECTO PATRONUM!”  She cried.

She gasped at what she saw.  It couldn’t be.  She blinked really hard a couple of times to be sure her eyes weren’t deceiving her.  But they weren’t.  It was him.  The lightning bolt scar, the messy hair, the glasses, they were all there.  The legendary Harry Potter.  Her dad.  Niema held back the tears that were threatening to engulf her as she stared at her Patronus.  She couldn’t move.  The figure flew around the room, dressed in Gryffindor Quidditch gear.  As it approached Niema, it slowed to a stop.  She reached out her hand, desperate for any contact with the man she’d never known.  She didn’t care where she was, or who was watching, this was her father.   

“Dad?”  she whispered, the tears now flowing freely down her cheeks.  The figure tilted its head and gave her a lopsided grin.  A tentative smile spread across her face and she laughed.  She’d never felt so happy in her entire life.  He was everything she had pictured and more.  She wanted this moment to last forever.  But it couldn’t last.  The figured winked at her, then faded away in a wisp of silver.  He was gone.  She drew back her hand, which was still reaching out.  An empty feeling entered her heart, and she struggled against all the emotion that came with it.

“Ni?”  Matt hesitated, reaching out and taking her hand.  “Ni?”

Niema looked down at their joined hands, then up into Matt’s eyes.  She saw the pity there, and didn’t want any of it.  Without looking back, she turned and fled the room 

Niema’s footsteps echoed throughout the school as she ran blindly down the corridors.  She ended up outside of Gryffindor tower, where she gave the password and fled up to her room.  Collapsing on the bed she let out an anguished sob.  She felt lost.  One minute, she was utterly happy. The next minute, she felt hollow, empty.  She knew that he wasn’t real, but she couldn’t help the emotions that coursed through her when she saw him.  She felt cheated all over again.  It wasn’t fair!  She pounded her fists into her pillow, smashing it as hard as she could.  She turned onto her side and lay there, crying her heart out.  Wishing that her Patronus had been anything but what it was, yet wanting to see it again.

~~*~~

She watched as the man with the messy black hair and glasses approached a woman standing at a kitchen sink.  He snuck up behind her and grabbed her by the waist.

“What the -“ she gasped.  “Oh Harry, don’t scare me like that!”

He chuckled, “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

“Are you leaving for Ron’s then?”

“Yeah”

“Well, don’t be too long.  Niema goes crazy when you’re not here.”  She reached up and brushed a light kiss on his lips.  “And so do I.”

“Hmmmm ... I’ll be really quick then,” he murmured.  He brought her to him and hugged her tightly.  “I’ll miss you.”

“Harry, it’s only for a day!  Get going then, I’ve got dishes to do,” and with that she shoved him out the door.

The man took a few steps backwards and winked at her.  Then he apparated with a ‘pop’.

The scene faded abruptly, and she saw the man walking down and alleyway, lightly humming to himself.  He was holding some flowers and what appeared to be a bottle of some sort.  

She noticed another presence in the alley, and turned to see a dark figure skulk towards the man.  She tried to cry out, but couldn’t form any words.  The dark figure raised his wand and yelled ‘STUPIFY!’  The man seized up and dropped to the ground.  

The dark figure approached the man on the ground and laughed.  ‘Well, well, well, what do we have here?  Mr. Potter, how lovely to see you again.’  It was a woman.  She reached out and grabbed the man’s arm, while digging in her robes for something.  Suddenly, she pulled out a tiny object and they both disappeared.
~~*~~

“NIEMA!  OPEN THE DOOR!”  

Niema was startled awake by a loud thumping at the door.  She shook her head to clear her thoughts.  What a strange dream.  She knew now who the man was.  Her father.  Why would she be dreaming about him?  Then she remembered the Patronus and let out a sigh.  She felt so embarrassed.  Everyone must think she’s a crazy now.  She wasn’t usually that emotional, it had just been so ... unexpected.

“N-I-E-M-A!”

“Mum?”  She asked quietly.  Why would her mother be at Hogwarts?  She wasn’t in any trouble was she?

“Oh Niema!  Please open the door, I’ve been so worried.”  The relieved voice of her mother answered back.

Niema stumbled to the door and smoothed her hair and robes before opening it.  She was immediately engulfed in red as Ginny Potter threw herself at her daughter.  “Oh Niema, sweety, are you okay?”

Before Niema could stop them, the tears started to flow again.  Her mother would understand.  She knew what it was like to live without him.  “Mum-“ she choked.

“Shhhh.  I know dear, I know.  We’ve been so worried, you were crying out in your sleep and we couldn’t get in.  Did you have a nightmare?”  Ginny led Niema over to the bed, where she sat down beside her.

“We?  Who else was out there?”  Niema asked, laying her head in her mother’s lap.  Ginny began stroking her hair lightly.

“Umm ... we were.”  Came a voice from the hallway.  Grace’s head appeared in the doorway as she peered inside apprehensively.  

“You can come in you know, I won’t bite,” Niema mumbled.

“Of course you won’t.  Nathan’s not here,” Grace answered cheekily.

“Grace!!”  Niema squeaked, ducking her head, which had turned that all too familiar shade of red.  Grace giggled as she walked into the room, followed by Niema’s aunt Hermione.

“Niema, is there something you want to tell your mother?”  Ginny questioned, her eyes sparkling with mischief. 

“NO!”  Niema exclaimed.  This was getting worse by the second.

“Oh, leave the poor girl alone!”  Hermione laughed.  She reached out and took her niece’s hand.  “How are you dear?”

“Oh, I’m ... well .. .I’m fine ... really” she answered, seeing the skeptical looks the women were all giving her.  “Wait a minute ... Mum ... how did you get here?”

“Well, Matthew was so worried about you when you didn’t answer your door.  He fetched Grace, who found Hermione.  Your aunt flooed me straight away.”  Her mother replied

“Oh ... thank you ... you didn’t have to go to any trouble,” she looked at Grace and Hermione, who frowned at her.

“Oh honestly, of course we had to!  You’re family.  It was no trouble at all,” Hermione smiled fondly at Niema.  “Besides, I think Matthew was ready to collapse out there in the hallway.  I had to do something to ease his mind.”

Niema laughed, Matthew overreacted to everything.  “Where is he?  I don’t want him to be worried,”

“Oh, Michael and Nathan took him somewhere.  Probably to play a prank if I know those two,” Grace chuckled.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that, I don’t want to take any more points from my own House.  Honestly, you’re as bad as Fred and George were!” Muttered Hermione, shaking her head.  Ginny burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?”  asked Grace.

“Toilet seats!” choked Ginny.  She was laughing so hard that she started crying.

“Umm ... Mum ... toilet seats?”  Niema stared at her mother.  She was crazy, no doubt about it.

Hermione’s eyes went wide.  “The toilet seats!”  She cried.  “Ron told me about that!”  She started laughing as hard as Ginny.  Soon both of them were doubled over, clutching their stomachs.  

Niema glanced over at Grace who looked just as puzzled as she felt.  “Umm ... Care to share the story with us?”  She asked.

Ginny looked up.  “Oh - hic - of course!”  She beckoned for the girls to come closer, and began to recount to them the ‘Gred and Forge toilet seat escapade’ as she like to call it.  Within minutes, the two younger girls had joined their mothers in hysterical laughter.

“Ahem!”  A male voice jolted the four out of their mirth.  They all froze and turned to the doorway.  There stood Matt, Michael, and Nathan, with bemused expressions on their faces.

“Oh!  Hello boys,” giggled Ginny as she sat up on the bed.  

“Mum!  What are you doing on the floor?”  Cried Michael, as he held his hand out to her.  Hermione tried to muster all the dignity she had as she rose to her feet, smoothing out her robes.

“Oh, your Aunt Ginny was just telling us a story, that’s all,” she replied simply.

“Eh Matt, give me a hand here!”  Grace yelled from the far side of the room.  He sauntered over to her and extended his arm.  Grace looked over at Niema and winked.

Niema was in the process of picking herself up off the floor when a hand appeared in front of her face.  “Let me help you there,” chuckled Nathan as he stood in front of her.  She felt the blush rise in her cheeks and she tried desperately to make it go away.  She took his hand and was lifted to her feet in one smooth motion.  

“Er ... thank you,” she stammered, glaring at Grace who was silently laughing in the corner.

“So, do you care to enlighten us now?”  Asked Michael.

“Not really dear.  We’ll just keep it between us girls for now.”  Answered Ginny.  She shared a look with Hermione before continuing.  “Now, if you boys will excuse us, I need to talk with my daughter.”

“But-“

“No buts Matthew, you can talk to her later.”

“Fine,” Matt sulked, crossing his arms over his chest.  He looked over at Niema, “I’ll see you in a bit.”

“Yeah, thanks” she replied

The three boys, followed by Hermione and Grace all exited the room, leaving Niema and Ginny.

“Now, I think it’s time for you and I to have a talk.”  Ginny stated

“Do we have to?  I’m knackered, I think I just lie down for a while,” Niema yawned dramatically, trying to convince her mother to leave.

“You can sleep in a bit, we’re going for a walk,” Ginny replied, heading for the door.  “Grab your cloak, it’s a bit breezy outside.”

Niema sighed.  There was no way she was getting out of this one.  She loved her mother more than anything, but she never enjoyed the mother-daughter talks.  This one was definitely not going to be easy to get out of.  She reluctantly picked up her cloak and followed her mother.  “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see,” Ginny replied vaguely.  The walk continued in silence.

They exited the castle and Ginny headed towards the lake.  “Tell me what happened in class today,” she said softly, glancing over at her daughter.

“I’m sure you already know everything,” 

“I know what actually happened, yes, but I’m more interested in how you feel about it.”  Ginny responded.

“I dunno ... I’m not sure how I feel,” Niema shrugged.

“You’re not?”

“No ... I mean ... I was really happy when I saw him ... but then he was gone and-“ she looked away from her mother’s gaze.

“And you felt sad and empty,” Ginny finished.

“Yeah,” Niema admitted.

“It’s only natural to feel that way, you know that right?”  Ginny questioned, coming to a halt beside a small fenced in area.

“I know.  It’s just hard sometimes.  I wish ... I wish I could have got to know him,” she sighed.  There really was no point in wishing for something she could never have.

“I know sweetie,” Ginny reached over and engulfed Niema in a warm embrace.  “Come on, I want to show you something,” she said, leading Niema inside the gate.

“Where are we?”  Asked Niema, gazing around.  They were in a small square area, completely surrounded by beautiful evergreen trees.  There were flowers along side a narrow pathway that lead down the middle.  Niema followed her mother towards the center and gasped.  There, surrounded by lilies, was a plaque bearing her father’s name.  She let go of her mother and knelt down to get a better look.  She traced her finger over the words,

In Memory of Harry James Potter

Loving Husband and Father

and Loyal Friend.
“Wha-“

“It was placed here for the memorial service we had when you were only a year old.  It’s enchanted to keep the flowers fresh, and keep it hidden from view.  I used to come here all the time when you were little.  It was where my memories of your father are the strongest.  This ... this is the spot where we first kissed,” Ginny looked away and smiled, as if remembering the exact moment.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this place?”  Niema whispered, still running her fingertips over the words Harry James Potter.  

“I didn’t know if you were ready for it.  You’ve never really asked about him.  I didn’t want to hurt you,” Ginny replied.

“I didn’t know if you’d want to talk about dad.  I thought it would be too hard for you,” Niema admitted.

Ginny smiled, “Oh Niema, I’d love to tell you everything you want to know about your father.  He was a great man, and you deserve to hear all about him.”

“Can we start right now?”  She asked timidly.

“Yes, we can start now,” Ginny chuckled.  “Ask away.”

“Well ... umm ... what happened to him?  I mean ... how did he disappear?”

Ginny sighed.  “I just knew you’d start with a tough one.”

“Oh,” Niema paused.  “If you don’t... I mean ... You don’t have to tell me ... If you don’t want to.”

“It’s okay, I just haven’t talked about it in so long,” replied Ginny.  She seemed to consider her next words carefully before she spoke.  “It happened when you were about two months old.  Your father had just banished Voldemort three months earlier.”

“How did he get rid of Voldemort?  No one has ever really said.”

“That’s probably because no one knew, save Harry and Albus Dumbledore.  They had worked out a plan, and didn’t tell anybody.  After Albus died, Harry proceeded on his own.”

“But didn’t you ask him, after it all happened?”

“I did, but he didn’t want to tell me.  He thought that it would be safer if nobody else knew the story, so I accepted that.  Besides, there were other things to think about at the time.  We had to work on rebuilding our lives, we had lived in terror for so long.  So that’s what we did.  Everyone was so happy, it was a wonderful time in our lives.  It was peaceful, we had no worries.  Witches and wizards could walk down the street without the fear of a random attack by the Death Eaters,” Ginny smiled.

Niema crawled over and sat beside her mother, who had taken a seat beside a clump of lilies and was fingering them lightly.  “That sounds great mum,” she whispered.

“It was perfect really.  You had just been born, and your father and I were so happy.”

“Then what happened,” Niema breathed.

“I’m not entirely sure about that.  You see, your father had gone for a day to visit Ron.  It must have happened on his way home, because Ron said that he had left his place at around 11 in the morning.  The clerk in the flower shop at Diagon Alley said that he came in around noon.  He bought lilies, my favourite.”  Ginny gazed into the sky.  “No one saw him after that.  He ... he just ... disappeared.”

“Oh mum!”  Niema cried, wrapping her arms around her mothers slender figure.  “It must have been awful!”

Ginny sniffed, ‘Oh, it was.  People searched for months, but there was simply no sign of him.  I don’t think that Ron and Remus Lupin slept at all for those months, we were all convinced that he would be found.  Even at the memorial, I never believed he was gone.  Over time, I guess I just accepted it.  I had you to take care of.  You kept me sane, you know that?”

“I ... I did?”

“Oh yes.  I think I would have fallen apart if I didn’t have you,” Ginny smiled fondly at her daughter through the tears.  “You are so special Niema, don’t ever forget that.  You have so much of Harry in you, and he’d be so proud of who you’ve become.  He loved you from the minute I told him I was pregnant,” she chuckled.  “He fussed over you entirely too much, wouldn’t let anyone else hold you,” her face sobered.  “I knew that even if he were gone, he would always be with me ... in you.”

Niema didn’t know what to say, so she did the only think she could think of.  She hugged her mother tighter than ever before.  The two of them sat like that for hours, laughing and crying as they talked about all things Harry Potter.

~~*~~

Niema sat in her room, pouring over a potions essay that should have been completed days ago.  She couldn’t concentrate.  She kept thinking back to the conversation she’d had with her mother the day before.  It was wonderful, to hear all the stories her mum had about her dad.  She hadn’t spared any detail, regaling Niema with the exploits of the famous Harry Potter, from the Philosopher’s Stone, to the Chamber of Secrets (Niema had gasped audibly when she heard all about that one), to the triwizard tournament, and much more.

She felt great, like the emptiness that was inside of her had been filled, if only a little.  She was no longer upset at the thought of her Patronus, because she knew that it meant that her father was a part of her.  She reached over and tenderly lifted the picture her mother had given her after their talk.  It was a wizarding photo of her mum, dad, and her right after she was born.  She didn’t think much of her own appearance, as she was rather chubby, but she thought that her parents were beautiful.  As she watched, her dad held her up and blew a raspberry into her stomach.  Her younger self giggled and grabbed for her dad’s hair, which was sticking up all over the place.  Her father just laughed and winked at her over the baby’s shoulders.  It was wonderful.  

Niema was jolted out of her thoughts by a loud pounding at the door.

“Ni!  Can I come in?”  It was Matt.  Niema sighed.  She had avoided Matt when she came back to the dorm the night before.  She had been thankful that today was Saturday, so she didn’t have to go to class with him.  She had spent the entire day in either out in ‘the garden’ as she liked to call it, or locked in her room.  She didn’t know if she was ready to talk to anyone yet.  Although, she knew that Matt deserved to know what was going on.  He had been so worried about her after she left class.

“Door’s open,” she replied, carefully placing the photo back on her bedside table.

Matt peered in the doorway, “You’ve been avoiding me,” he said simply.  He stepped quietly into the room and shut the door behind him.  Niema could see his feelings written all over his face - confusion, fear, sadness, and apprehension.  She immediately felt terrible for avoiding him.  He was her best friend after all.  If she couldn’t talk to him, then who?

“I’m sorry Matt.  Please don’t be angry with me,” she begged.

He stared at her.  “Angry with you?  Why would I be angry?” he asked.

“I’ve been avoiding you since ... well ... since class yesterday,” she looked down at her feet.

“Hey, don’t look so sad!  Of course I’m not angry with you.  You were upset, and I knew that you needed some time,” he sat down beside her on the bed.  Niema didn’t reply.  Matt placed his finger under her chin and lifted her face to meet his gaze.  “Besides,” he continued.  “How can I be angry with such a pretty face?”

“Oh shut up!”  Niema laughed.

Matt clutched his heart.  “I was only trying to give the fair lady a compliment, and she tells me off!  The horror!”  He sighed dramatically.

In one swift motion, Niema pushed him onto the floor.  “You’re terrible, you know that?”  She giggled.

“And proud of it,” he puffed out his chest and grinned.  At this, Niema burst out laughing.  “Now that’s better,” Matt grinned.  “I hate it when you don’t smile.”

“Yeah, well, it’s been a weird couple of days,” Niema shrugged.

“I know,” Matt said, his face serious once more.  “Look Niema, if you need to talk or anything, I’m here.  I mean ... I know I’m a guy and all, but I do have ears.  And besides, I can be a rather sensitive bloke.”

“Oh really?”  Niema snorted.

“Hey!  I resent that!”  Matt shot back.

Niema grinned cheekily at him.  Matt always had a way of cheering her up when she was upset.  She didn’t know what she would do without him.  

“Seriously though Niema, are you okay?”  He asked quietly.

“I wasn’t, but I had a really great talk with my mum and ... well ... it was really great,” Niema decided to wait before telling Matt about the garden.  She didn’t want to share her father, not yet anyway.

Matt smiled, “I’m glad to hear that.  The three of us were really worried about you.”

Niema’s shot her head up.  Did he just say three?  Maybe be meant himself, Grace and Michael

. 

“Umm ... who was worried?”  She asked, not daring to look at his face.  She knew that he would be smirking.

And he was. “Oh ... you know ... us boys.  We had to entertain ourselves while you girls did your bonding thing.”

“Us boys?”

“Yeah ... us boys ...” he replied slowly.  You know, me ... and Michael ... and Nathan,”

“What did he say?”  She demanded.  “Tell me everything ... word for word!”

“Well ... Michael said that he was worried about you, that’s all.”

“I didn’t mean Michael!”  She growled.  Why was he such a prat?

Matt laughed.  “Oh!  You meant Nathan!  Right, right, well he kept asking if you were okay, wanted to know if you needed anything.”

Niema could feel the temperature in her face rise several degrees. “Really?”  She gasped.

“Yes, really.  Hey, you should ask him to go with you to Hogsmeade.”  Matt suggested.

Niema looked away and shrugged.  “I thought that you and I would go together, we always do.  Besides, isn’t he dating that Hufflepuff girl?”

“Nah, they split a week ago, didn’t you hear?”

“WHAT?”  Niema cried, jumping to her feet.

“Calm down girl!”  Matt cried.  He placed both of his hands on her shoulders and forced her back onto the bed.  “They weren’t even serious anyway.  You should ask him.”

“I couldn’t.”

“You could.”

“He’ll say no.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes I do.”

“Look, you won’t know unless you try.”

“Why are you pushing this so much?”

Matt sighed.  “Because it’s obvious that you have a massive crush on him.”

“Is it really?”  Niema asked, looking down at her feet.  She could feel tears prickling her eyes, but she held them back.  Everybody knows?  How completely embarrassing.

“Hey, it’s not so bad.”

“Yes it is!”  She sobbed.  “It’s so humiliating. Everyone must think I’m such a loser.  He’ll never like me!  He’ll laugh at me!  I could never -- ”

“Whoa!  Okay ... listen to me,” he turned her shoulders so that she was facing him.  “Firstly, there’s nothing to be embarrassed about.  Second, you’re not a loser, and people don’t think that.  Third, you don’t know that he won’t.  Fourth, he would never laugh.  If he did, then he’s no good for you anyway.  Now, stop being such a girl.  You’re a Gryffindor for Merlin’s sake!  Act like one!”  He cried.

Niema shrunk back.  He did have a point, she would never know unless she tried.  But what if he did say no, then what?  She’d be incredibly embarrassed.  Besides, she and Matt had gone together to every Hogsmeade weekend so far.

“Wait ... what about you?  We always go together, I wouldn’t leave you by yourself!”  

Matt looked away.  Niema could see his ears turning a brilliant shade of red.  He mumbled something under his breath, and she leaned in closer to hear.

“Pardon me?”

“I said ... umm ... I might be going already,” he glance at her, looking more terrified than she’d ever seen him.

“What?  With who?”  She asked.  This was news to her.

“Well, you see ... agirlaskedmetogowithher,” he mumbled.

“What?  Who?”

“Mary.”

“Mary who?”

“Mary Lou, from Ravenclaw.”

“The fifth year?”

“Yeah.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

“So ... are you going then?”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe?  Why wouldn’t you go?”  

Matt shrugged.  “I dunno.  I mean ... I’ve never gone with a ... a girl before.”

“What am I?  A fish?”  Niema pretended to look wounded.

“You know what I mean!”  Matt cried, sounding more and more frustrated.  “I ... I’ve never gone out with a girl before.”

“I know.  Hey, we’re not totally scary.”  Niema grinned. “Do you fancy her?”

“I ... I guess so.”

“You guess so?”

Matt sighed, “Yeah, I do.”

“Then go with her!  Sheesh!”

“Fine fine.  I will.”  He grinned.  “I have a date.”  He said with wonder.

Niema smiled.  She was really happy for Matt.  She didn’t relish spending the day without him, but she would find something to do.  She was sure she’d have piles of homework by next weekend.  

“Hey,” Matt exclaimed suddenly.  “It’s dinner!  Let’s go.”  And with that he started towards the door.  Niema Laughed.  What was it with men and food?

~~*~~

The pair reached the Great Hall in record time.  Matt quickly spotted two free seats next to Grace and Michael at the far end of the table, and motioned for Niema to follow him.  He took the seat next to Grace, while Niema sat opposite him.  

“Hey Ni, you okay?”  Asked Nathan.  He was sitting next to Grace.  Niema dared to glance into his eyes.  They were the most amazing blue colour.  She could get lost in them.  She knew she was blushing, but didn’t look away immediately.  There was concern etched all over his face, and Niema’s stomach did a somersault.   

“Yeah ... I ... I’m fine” she silently cursed herself for her dismal attempt at not stuttering.  He smiled at her.

“Glad to hear that,”

Niema noticed Matt shooting her furtive glances across the table.  She chose to ignore them.  Grace must have guessed what he was hinting at, so she ‘helped’ a little.

“So Niema, are you going to Hogsmeade?”  She asked sweetly.

“Oh, I’m not sure ... maybe.  Why?”  She looked at her cousin suspiciously. 

“Just checking.”   She replied vaguely.  Then she turned towards Nathan.

“Hey Nate, are you going to Hogsmeade?” 

“Me?  Well ... I guess so, I always do.  Aren’t we going together?”

“Actually, I’m going with Kandi, and the prat over here has detention, remember?”

“Oh, right.”

“Right.  So you’re not going with anyone.”  She looked meaningfully at Nathan.  Then she turned back to Niema.  “And neither are you.”  She smirked at her.

A red twinge appeared on Nathan’s cheeks, and Niema knew her own would be the same.  She waited for a few agonizing moments while he just looked at her.  He finally cleared his throat and spoke.  “Er- Well ... maybe -“

He was interrupted by a hand on his shoulder.  “Mr. Wood, can you come with me please?”  It was Hermione, and she did not look happy.  She turned and glared at Michael with both her hands placed firmly on her hips.  “You too.”  She snapped.  And with that she strode out of the Great Hall.

Niema’s heart sank.  What was he about to say?  Maybe he was going to ask her to go with him ... but probably not.  She sighed.  She felt a foot kick her under the table, Matt.  She realized that she still was staring at Nathan.  He wasn’t looking at her, but was staring intently at his plate.  She glanced at Matt, who shrugged and gave her an apologetic smile.  She decided that even though she loved her Aunt to pieces, she had the worst possible timing.

“We’d better go, or she’ll have kittens,” Michael said nervously as he reached for his bag.  “I wonder what we did this time?” 

“Good idea,” Grace laughed as her brother trudged towards the door.  “Oh, and good luck,” she called.  “Cause you’ll need it.”

Nathan stood and followed Michael, but not before glancing back at the table.  He caught Niema’s eye and she knew that her blush had just intensified a few shades.  She quickly looked down at the table, too embarrassed to speak.

~~*~~

“Ni, you really ought to pay attention more.  You know how picky my mum is.”  Matt sighed.

“I know, I just don’t feel like working, alright?”  She snapped at him.  She wasn’t lying, she was in no mood to work on Transfiguration at the moment, she was far too preoccupied.  They had been at it for an hour, and she hadn’t learned anything.  Dinner was still far too fresh in her mind.    “And don’t call me Ni!”

“Right .... sorry,” he mumbled.  “Man, you women are touchy.”

“What?”

“I said you were touchy.”

“I am NOT touchy.”  She snarled through clenched teeth.

“Whatever you say,” he shrugged.

She was just about to lay into him when the portrait hole burst open.  Nathan came storming in, followed closely by Michael.  They made a beeline over to Grace, who stood there smirking at them.  Michael whispered something to her and her eyes widened a little.  She glanced over at Niema, then said something back to the boys.  They just shook their heads and frowned.  Niema thought that Nathan seemed much more upset than Michael did.

Matt leaned over and whispered in her ear, “I wonder what that’s all about,”

She shrugged.  “I dunno, but they look really angry.”

“Hmmm ... my mum must have had some bad news then,” he chuckled.

“I hope everything’s okay,” Niema whispered.

“They probably just got in trouble for a prank.  You know how my mum is, she learned everything from Grandma Weasley.”

“That she did.”

Across the room, Niema saw Nathan throw his hands in the air and stalk off towards the boy’s dormitory.  Michael followed close behind.  She looked over at Grace, who looked extremely guilty.  She noticed them and motioned for the two to join her.

“Let’s go find out then,” said Matt, grabbing her arm.

They quickly crossed the room and the three of them sat down in some comfy chairs by the fire.

“So what happened with them?”  Asked Niema as soon as they were seated.

“They got detention,” replied her cousin.

Matt laughed.  “They always get detention.  How is this any different?”

Grace looked at Niema.  “They have detention next Saturday morning.”

“But that’s-“

“Hogsmeade.  I know.  It’s awful.  Someone snitched on them for their prank on the Slytherins the other day.”

Matt frowned.  “But I thought that Michael already had detention that day.”

“He does, in the afternoon.  My mum gave them detention in the morning.  Honestly, she’s such a ... a ... I dunno.”  She scowled.

So Nathan wasn’t going to Hogsmeade.  Now, she either had to go by herself, or stay behind.  Niema shook her head.  She didn’t even know if he was going to ask her to go, but she had hoped ...

“Wait a minute, Nathan seemed really upset.  Is that all that happened?”  Asked Matt.

“Well ... not exactly.  There’s more.”  Grace gave Niema a pitying look that the younger girl didn’t like at all.

“What does that mean?”  She asked, getting slightly worried.  What could possibly be wrong?  He didn’t appear to be injured or sick, he just looked ... furious.  “Is he hurt?”

“No.”

“Sick?”

“No.”

“Is someone else hurt?”

“No.”

“Is someone else sick?”

“Well, I guess, in a way.”

“What do you mean?  Who is it?  What happened?”

“Well ... you see ... there’s this thing.  No, not a thing ... a person.  Yeah, an evil person.  A really, really evil person, who should be hexed if you ask me ...”

“WILL YOU BLOODY WELL TELL US?”  Cried Matt, throwing his hands in the air.

Grace stared at Niema before blurting it out.  “HesgoingtotheballwithJenni.”

“What?”

“I said, he’s ... ummm ... he’s going to the ball with Jenni.”

Matt looked puzzled.  “What are you on about?  Who is this ‘he’?”

Niema knew already who it was.  Nathan.  He was going to the ball with Jenni, the Hufflepuff, her absolute least favourite house at this moment.

“Nate.”

“Oh,” Matt glanced at Niema.  “I thought they broke up, they weren’t even serious.”

“They did break up, last week.”

“Right then.  So let me get this straight.  They broke up, and yet he’s still taking her to the ball?”  Matt asked.

“Yep.”

“Am I missing something?  Why are they going together?”

“Well, she asked him weeks ago.”

“Yeah but ... but they broke up.”  He spluttered. 

“I know that Matthew.”  Grace snapped.  “I think it’s stupid too.”

“I doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know.  He doesn’t like her anymore.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Cause maybe he does.”

“He doesn’t.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Me neither.”

This was going nowhere.  “Grace, why don’t you just tell us what he said exactly.”  Niema interrupted quietly.  She was trying her best to remain calm, even though her heart was breaking into pieces.

Matt and Grace both jumped.  They seemed to have forgotten that she was still sitting there.

“Well,” Grace started.  “He came in here all in a huff about the detention.”

“Yeah, we saw that,” nodded Matt.

“Well, he said that on the way back from mum’s office, Jenni cornered him.  They hadn’t really talked much since he broke up with her.  He said that he assumed that they weren’t going together, and he told her that.  Apparently she started crying and said that she really wanted to go with him, for old time’s sake.”

“For old time’s sake?”  Cried Matt.  “They dated for like 2 weeks!”

“I know, I know.  He said that she was in a state, wouldn’t stop crying.  He said he did the only thing he thought would make her stop.  He promised that they’d still go together.  Apparently that did the trick, because she stopped sobbing right away and got all smiley.  Ugh.  She was probably faking the tears, that horrible girl.  Now he’s stuck going to the ball with her and he doesn’t want to.  She’ll probably cling to him all night too.  She so twisted.  I don’t think she’s all together up there,” Grace tapped her head.  “A right nutcase if you ask me.”

“I agree with you there sis.”  Matt muttered.  “The loon.”

Niema didn’t say anything.  Her mind was racing with negative emotions.  She had hoped ... dreamed ... even prayed that Nathan would ask her to the ball.  She was really kidding herself.  Of course he would go with someone else.  There were tons of other girls that were prettier, classier, and smarter than her.  She groaned inwardly.  How could she have been so stupid?  Of course he’d never like her that way.  She was just a stupid girl with a stupid crush. She was plain, and chasing after a brilliant, handsome, charming boy who’d never like her.  She was a nobody.   She knew it, and he knew it.  Why did love have to be so difficult?  All Niema wanted to do was crawl into a closet and stay there forever.  She fought back the tears that were stinging her eyelids.  There was no way she was going to cry over Nathan Wood, not ever again.

“Ni?”  It was Matt.  She must have been staring off into space, he was shaking her arm.

“Wha?  Oh.  Hey Matt.”

“He doesn’t like her.  You know that right?”

“It doesn’t matter.”  She shrugged, trying her best to act as if she wasn’t dying inside.

“It does matter.  He doesn’t like her.”

“Matt’s right Niema, he really doesn’t.  He talked to me about it.”  Grace wrapped her arm around her cousin’s shoulder.

“I said it doesn’t matter.  He can like whoever he wants.”  She shrugged off the arm.

“Niema, listen to me, you don’t understand-“

“No, you listen, both of you.”  Niema snapped.  She was getting fed up.  She hated that everyone knew how she felt, and that they always tried to make her feel like everything was okay, when it wasn’t.  There was nothing Grace or Matt could do to make things better.  They shouldn’t even bother. “Just forget about it alright!  I don’t want to hear about it anymore.  I don’t care!”  She felt herself coming apart. They must have sensed it too, they gave each other nervous glances.

“Ni, we-“

“DON”T CALL ME NI”

Matt backed away.  He appeared more than a little terrified of her at the moment, and she really didn’t blame him one bit.  She knew she should take things out on him, but it was just so easy.

“I ... I just,” she let out a sob.  “I just don’t care anymore. It doesn’t matter.  Just leave it alone okay?”  She gave him a pleading look.

“Sure Niema.  Whatever you want.”

“Niema?”  Grace rubbed her back.  “Are you okay hon?”

“I’m fine.”

“Fine?”

“Yes, fine.  Just leave it alone.”  She whispered.  “I ... I have a headache.  I’m going to bed.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”  She wiped her cheeks where a few tears had leaked through her defenses.  After smoothing her hair and robes the best she could, she turned and headed for the stairs.  As she reached them, she remembered that she had left her book on the table, and turned to retrieve it.  She stopped, panicked.  He was there, at the bottom of the boys’ staircase, staring at her.  His eyes were wide and his face looked extremely pale.  Niema didn’t know what to do.  How much had he heard?  Did Grace or Matt know he was there?  How could they not tell her?  She was mortified.  Things could not get any worse.

He just stood there and stared.  Niema felt her face heating up, and knew that she had to get away, and salvage a shred of dignity.  She promptly lifted her chin, turned, and fled up the stairs.

When she reached her room, she locked the door and flung herself onto her bed.  The damn burst.  She hated crying, it made her feel so ... weak.  She was tired.  Tired of feeling miserable.  As she sobbed into her pillow she swore that she would get over Nathan Wood, no matter what.

~~*~~

She was in a room.  It was small, square and almost empty.  The lone occupant was sagged against the far wall, his arms and legs bound.  There was a chain leading from his bindings, attaching them to the wall.  He looked ... terrible.  His face was covered in bruises and there was dried blood on his chin.  He seemed to be asleep, or at least barely conscious.

She new that he was in pain, terrible pain.  She could feel it rolling off of him in waves.  Her heart tore at the mere sight of him.  Her father - broken.

He stirred at little, and his eyes opened.  They were her eyes, bright green, full of fire.  He quickly surveyed the room.  She thought maybe he was looking for an escape route, but there didn’t appear to be one.  He tried to move, but the action seemed to cause him a great deal of pain, for he moaned and squeezed his eyes shut.

She heard a noise from outside the room, footsteps.  She was terrified.  What is someone came to hurt him, or worse.  She didn’t want to see anymore.  She couldn’t bare watching her father suffer, or die.  She tried desperately to wake up, but couldn’t. 

The man’s head turned sharply as the door opened.  His eyes widened at the sight of the woman standing in the doorway.  Niema didn’t recognize her.  She wore a cloak, but Niema noticed her dark, hooded eyes.  The woman smiled at seeing her father on the floor, obviously in pain.

“Are we enjoying our stay Mr. Potter?”  She asked politely.

The man said nothing, just glared at her with his piercing eyes.

“Are you ready to tell me Mr. Potter?”  Her voice remained the same.

“Never.”  He croaked.

“Never?”

“I’d rather die.”

“Oh no Mr. Potter.  You’ll get something worse than death.”  She raised her wand and Niema heard the words that she had hoped she never would.  “Crucio!” 
~~*~~

“Ugh.”

Niema felt terrible.  She clutched at her head, trying desperately to stop the incessant pounding at her temples.  It didn’t work.  The dream she had crept back into her mind.  It was awful.  Why was she dreaming about her dad being tortured?  Just the thought of it brought tears to her eyes.  The pain in her head reached a new level.  She closed her eyes, willing herself to forget.    

She lay back down and snuggled under the cover of her bed, hoping to fall asleep so that she could start the day over again.  She had just dozed off when she heard a pounding at her door.

“Niema!”  She heard Grace’s voice outside her door.

Maybe she could just ignore her and she’s go away.  

“Niema, can I come in?  Niema?”

No such luck.

“Just a minute,” she croaked.  She grabbed her dressing gown and slipped it on.  As she padded over to the door she glanced in the mirror.  Why did she look so ... awful?  Her face was blotchy, her eyes swollen, and her hair an absolute mess.  She shrugged.  It was only Grace.

“Afternoon sleepy head!”  Grace bounded into the room as Niema unlocked the door.

The pounding in Niema’s head intensified at the volume of her cousin’s greeting. Why did she have to be so cheerful?  All Niema wanted to do was go back to sleep, was that so much to ask? 

“Ugh.  Afternoon.”  She muttered.  “Wait, it’s the afternoon?”

Grace laughed.  “Yeah, you slept straight through breakfast.  I tried to wake you earlier, but you didn’t answer the door, so I let you sleep.  I figured I should wake you now, we have practice.”

“Practice?”

“Yes, Quidditch practice.  Like every other Sunday this year.”

She had completely forgotten about practice.  There was no way she was going with the headache she had.  “I think I’ll skip, my head is aching.”

“Are you kidding?  Skip Quidditch?  You can’t do that!  Have you met our captain?  You know how Nathan gets when people miss practice!”  Grace cried.

Nathan.  Niema groaned as the memories of the previous night assaulted her.  Nathan would be at practice.  There was definitely no way she was going now.  “I really don’t want to go.”  She muttered.

Grace’s expression softened.  “Look, flying always makes you feel better.  You have to leave the room sometime.  Don’t worry about Nathan, everything will be fine.”

“How can I go out there?”  Niema whispered.

“Trust me Niema, it will be okay.  He’s a guy.  They’re so dense, he probably won’t even notice anything different.  You have to come.  You’re the seeker.  The glue that holds our championship team together.  How can we possibly go on if you’re not there?  The horror!”  Grace finished dramatically.   

Niema rolled her eyes.  Grace could be such a goof sometimes.  “Fine.”  She muttered.

Grace perked.  “Great!”  She grabbed Niema’s arm.  “But first, you need to shower, you look awful.”

~~*~~

After making herself presentable, Niema trudged behind Grace to the Quidditch pitch.  She wanted so badly to retreat to the comforts of her bed, but knew she couldn’t.  She did feel slightly better about facing Nathan.  She was determined to act calm, cool, and collected.  Her head was still aching something fierce though.

“I hope this practice is short,” she muttered, dragging her heels in the dirt.

“A short practice?”  Grace laughed.  “When do we ever have short practices?”

“Good point.”

They reached the changing room, and quickly slipped into their practice uniforms.  Grace handed Niema her broom, and after taking a deep breath, she followed her cousin onto the pitch.

The other members of the team were already assembled at the center of the pitch.  Nathan was waving his arms around and talking pretty fast.  She guessed that he was showing the team a new drill or maneuver.  Niema smiled, he looked really good today.  Her smile was replaced by a frown when she remembered that she was getting over him.  

He noticed the two of them approaching, and stopped talking.  He put his hands on his hips and frowned.  “You’re late.” he scolded.

Grace slapped him on the shoulder.  “Oh shove off!  It’s only five minutes.”

“Ouch!  Fine, you’re forgiven then.”  He glanced at Niema before turning back to the team.  She noticed that his cheeks looked a little pink, but chalked it up to the wind.  She scolded herself again for thinking about Nathan Wood’s cheeks.

Her attention was brought back to Quidditch when Nathan began giving out instructions.  He sent the Beaters, Keeper and the other two Chasers to practice their respective positions.  Everyone departed before he could begin another rant about tactics, leaving only Niema and Nathan.  She didn’t blame them one bit.  The whole team knew just how obsessed with Quidditch Nathan Wood could be.  Niema’s uncles informed her once that he was a chip off the old block.  Apparently Oliver Wood, the current Manager of the Chudley Cannons was a tad ‘focused’ when it came to Quidditch practice.

Nathan peered at her as she stood clutching her broom, trying her hardest not to blush.  She was failing miserably, as usual.  “So,” he finally murmured.

“Ummm ... yeah.”  She answered.  Was that all she could say?  Niema silently cursed herself, while making a mental note to go read a dictionary after practice.

Nathan cleared his throat.  “Well ... since you’re the Seeker ... maybe you could go practice ... er ...”

“Seeking?”  She finished.

He laughed.  “Yes, go practice seeking.  I’ll just go practice ... umm ... chasing.  Yeah, I’ll go practice chasing.”  And with that, he hopped on his broom and flew to the other end of the pitch where his fellow chasers were flinging the Quaffle back and forth.  

Niema smiled.  He was so adorably cute when he laughed.  And when he grinned.  And when he smirked.  Well, he was cute doing pretty much anything.  In fact, Niema surmised that Nathan Wood would even drool in a cute way.  She frowned.  There she was again, thinking about him.  Thinking about how he was cute, and smart, and charming, and funny, and ... Oh dear, this was going to be a long practice.

Flying was the one thing that Niema Potter enjoyed above all else.  She was a natural, or so she was told.  She had long ago learned all about her ‘youngest Seeker in a century’ father.  At first, she was reluctant to fly, too afraid of being a disappointment.  She knew that a great deal was expected of her, being who she was.  It was scary, growing up as the daughter of one of the most famous wizards in history.  She had put off her first encounter with a broom as long as she could.  Finally when she was 10, her Uncle Ron had taken her out to and empty field and asked her to try.  As Niema soared above the pitch, she recalled fondly the memory of that day.

“Do I have to?” she whispered.

He sighed.  “I won’t force you to fly.  But I really think you should.  You owe it to yourself to at least try.”

“Why?  I’ll just be terrible at it.”  She argued.

“How do you know that?”

“I won’t be as good as him.”  She muttered, looking away.

He knew exactly who she was referring to.  “Niema,” he placed a finger under her chin and brought her eyes to his.  “We don’t expect you to be anything but yourself.”  She didn’t answer.  “Look, your dad was my best mate.  He loved flying more than anything else when we were at Hogwarts.  He was amazing, a born natural.  I’m not saying that you have to like flying, or even be any good at it.  I’d just like you to try.  Maybe it’ll have the same affect on you as your dad.  Flying was a part of him, maybe it’ll be a part of you too.  All I’m asking is that you try.  No more, no less.  Just try.”

She gave in.  Gripping that broom for the first time was one of the scariest moments in her life.  She wanted so badly to succeed, to not let everyone down.  As soon as she kicked off the ground she knew.  She knew that she was indeed born to fly.  It was the most amazing feeling.  She felt free, and strangely empowered.  She remembered looking down at her Uncle Ron and seeing the look in his eyes.  It almost took her breath away.  He looked so ... proud.  He told her afterwards that it was like watching a memory from the past.

From that moment on, she was hooked.  She flew every chance she could, and begged her mother for a broom of her own.  She joined the Gryffindor team in her second year, and never looked back.  

Niema smiled at the memory.  She owed her Uncle Ron a whole lot.  Flying was indeed a part of her, she felt it every time she gripped her broom.  She understood now that she didn’t have to be just like her dad, she just had to be her.

“Hey Niema!”  Grace’s shout pulled her out of her reverie.  She saw her cousin waving at her from the ground.  She dove to the ground and hopped off her broom in a flash.

“What’s up?”  She asked.

“Practice is over, just thought you’d like to know.  Everyone else is gone already.”

“Really?  I hadn’t noticed.”

Grace laughed.  “You seemed to be in your own world out there.  Nate told us to just leave you to your flying.”

“Oh.”  Niema smiled at Nathan’s thoughtful gesture.  At least she considered it thoughtful.  Not that she cared whether he was thoughtful or not.  She shook her head.  “I was just doing some thinking that’s all.”

Grace shrugged.  “Okay then.  Are you coming inside for dinner?”

“Nah,” Niema replied.  “I think I’ll stay out for a bit and clear my head.”

“Suit yourself.  See you later.”  

After Grace left, Niema was alone on the pitch.  She mounted her broom again and took off, enjoying the feeling of the wind in her face.  She spent the rest of the evening soaring around the pitch, lost in memories.  
~~*~~

The following week passed in a blur for Niema.  End of the term exams were approaching, so most of her time was spent either in the library or a quiet corner of the common room.  All of the professors seemed intent on assigning every last essay they could think of.  The 7th years got the brunt of the workload, with their NEWTS coming up, so Grace, Michael, and Nathan were hardly around.  This suited Niema just fine.  She preferred to not be anywhere near Nathan until her little blushing problem was remedied.   

Niema was relieved that her nights had once again become peaceful.  She had not had a dream since Saturday night, at least none involving her father.  She did have a strange one that included a certain Quidditch captain that made her turn crimson when she thought of it.  Not that she ever thought of it, of course.  

She did happen to notice that Matt’s behaviour had become very strange leading up to the Hogsmeade weekend.  By Saturday morning, he was a nervous, twitchy mess.  

The two of them entered the Great Hall for breakfast, quickly grabbing seats next to Grace and Kandi, another seventh year Gryffindor.

“Morning Niema, Matt,” smiled Kandi.

“Hey, are you all ready for a girls’ day out?”  Grace asked, leaning over to grab some eggs. 

Earlier that week, the two older girls had insisted that she come with them to Hogsmeade.  She didn’t want to be a third wheel, but didn’t want to stay behind either.  She chose to tag along.  Grace and Kandi were really fun to spend time with.  It was really nice of Grace to think of her.  She loved her cousin so much.  Even though Grace could tease her relentlessly at times, she was always there when Niema needed her.  Being an only child had been difficult at times, but Grace, Michael, and Matt always made her feel like another sister.  Second only to Ginny Potter, Grace Weasley was the woman that Niema looked up to most.

Niema reached over Matt, who was staring wide eyed at his toast, to grab the butter.  “Yeah I am.  Thanks again for inviting me guys,” she answered.  She finished applying her spread, then leaned over to her cousin.  “It’s not going to butter itself you know,” she whispered.

Matt jumped.  “Wha?”

Niema pointed to the toast that had gone cold in his hand.  “Oh.  Right.  The toast,” he muttered sheepishly.  Niema could only laugh.  She knew it was mean to tease Matt about his big date, but she was entitled to some revenge.

“So Matt,” she started.

“What?”

“Where are you taking Mary today?”  

He turned and peered at her.  “What do you mean, ‘Where am I taking Mary today?’

“I mean, where are you two going?”

“What are you on about?  You know we’re going to Hogsmeade.”  He seemed to be getting more and more anxious.

“We know that little brother.  What she’s asking is where in Hogsmeade are you going?”  Grace piped up.

“Umm ... I dunno.  We’re just going to Hogsmeade.  That’s all.”  He replied.

Kandi’s eyes went wide.  She looked scandalized.  “You mean you don’t have anything planned?”  

“Umm ... am I supposed to?”

It was Grace’s turn to look shocked. “Have I taught you nothing?  Of course you are!”  She cried.

Matt’s eyes took on the shape of saucers.  “What?”  He burst out.  “I have to plan something?  Nobody told me this!  I’ve never ... I mean ... this is my first ...  I mean ... how-“

“Relax!”  Shouted Niema.  

“Relax?  How can I relax?”  He put his head in his hands.  “I’ve messed everything up,” he groaned.

Grace pursed her lips, in a manner identical to her mother.  “Frankly, I’m disappointed in you Matthew Weasley.  We obviously need to have a lesson in wooing the opposite sex.”

“What?”  Matt spluttered.  “A lesson?  From you?  My sister?”  He looked like he was going to be sick. 

The three girls burst out laughing at his expression.  He glared at them.  “It’s not funny,” muttered through clenched teeth.  “I’m in a big mess, and you three just laugh.  Thanks a lot.”

“Well, we could help you ...”  Niema trailed off.

“Really?”  Matt asked, his expression at once becoming hopeful.

“Sure.  We’ll help you.”  Smiled Grace.  Niema could see the mischievous twinkle in her eyes.  

Matt’s eyes darted to each of the three girls suspiciously.  “Wait a minute.  Why are you helping me?”

Grace smiled sweetly.  “Because you’re family.  Right Niema?”

“Oh yes,” Niema grinned wickedly.

Matt was becoming increasingly uncomfortable.  He glared at them, and crossed his arms.  “No way!  I don’t trust you lot.”

Grace shrugged.  “Suit yourself.”

“Yeah,” Niema continued.  “Have a really good time on your date today ....”

“We’ll all cross our fingers that Mary’s the forgiving type” Kandi finished.

“She wouldn’t really be upset, would she?”  Matt asked hopefully.

“Well,” said Grace.  “She may not be.  But I would.”

“So would I,” nodded Kandi.

“Me too,” added Niema.

Matt slumped in his chair.  “Fine.  You win.”

“Hmmm ... do you want our help Matthew?”  Asked Grace.

“Yes.”  He answered meekly, staring at his hands.

“You have to ask nicely brother dearest.”

Niema strained to hear as Matt mumbled something under his breath.  Grace leaned in.  “What’s that?  We didn’t hear you.”

“Fine.”  Matt huffed.  “Please help me.”

“Hmmm ... nope, that wasn’t enough.  What do you think girls?”  Grace raised an eyebrow.

“I think he definitely needs to ask nicer than that,” Kandi smirked.

Matt turned his eyes to Niema, who just shrugged at him.  “Don’t look at me.  You need their help.  I only know so much.”

He sighed.  “Okay.  Fine.”  He turned to Grace and Kandi.  “Will you two charming and beautiful ladies please help me?  I’ll do anything.”

“Anything?”  Grace asked.

“Yes ... anything.”  Matt groaned.

“Okay, we’ll help you.”  Grace grinned.  “Oh, and we’ll talk about payment later.”

“Well,” said Kandi.  “We’ve got about 45 minutes.   Let’s go back to the common room where it’s quiet.”

“Good thinking my friend.  You coming Niema?”  Grace called over her shoulder.

Niema looked over at the anguished expression on Matt’s face and laughed.  “Oh, you bet I’m coming!  I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Matt scowled at her as he turned to follow Grace and Kandi out of the Great Hall.  Niema turned back to the table to get her things.  The other three had disappeared out the doors.  She quickly grabbed her unfinished toast and headed out.  Just as she approached the door, it swung open with a bang, knocking her flat on her back. 

Niema groaned as she felt a sharp pain in her wrist.  This was not good.  She lifted it up to examine it, wincing as the pain shot up her arm.  “Brilliant,” she muttered.

“Way to go mate!  Take out your star Quidditch player why don’t ya?”  Niema looked up at the faces of Michael and Nathan.

Nathan knelt down beside her.  “I’m so sorry Ni!  I wasn’t watching ... are you okay?”

“Oh ... yeah ... I’m fine.  Don’t worry about it.”  She mumbled.  She attempted to rise gracefully, but was struggling to not put pressure on her wrist.

“Ummm .... here, let me help you,” Nathan offered, reaching for her hand.  She gasped at the pain as his hand pulled at her wrist.

“What?  What’s wrong?”  He let go of her immediately and backed away.  “What did I do?”

“It’s nothing.  My wrist ... hurts a little is all.  Don’t worry about it, I’ll be fine.”  She clutched her wrist to her chest.

“Brilliant work Nate.”  Michael scoffed.  “You sure you’re okay Niema?” 

“Ummm ... I’m fine.”

“Let me see,” said Nathan, reaching out to grab her hand.

She instinctively pulled back.  “What?”

He reached out and gently took her hand in his.  “I just want to see.  I won’t hurt you, I promise.”  He began running his fingers lightly over her hand and lower arm, causing shivers to run up and down Niema’s spine.  All Niema could was stare at him as he intently peered at her wrist.  So much for getting over Nathan Wood.  This just felt too perfect.

He looked up and their eyes met for a brief moment before Niema looked away.  She knew that her face was a deep shade of crimson, and tried her best to calm down.  It was difficult, she felt like her entire body was on fire.  The pain in her wrist was replaced by a tingling feeling as he touched it.  She snuck another look at Nathan, who had his head down again.  She was in absolute heaven.  She shut her eyes and enjoyed the moment.  He had rough hands from playing Quidditch, but he was so gentle that it didn’t matter.  If only he would hold her hand forever ...

“Ni?”

“Hmmm?”

“I think we should get you to the hospital wing.”

Niema opened her eyes to find Nathan smiling shyly at her.  “Oh, right.  Good idea.”  She started to rise again.  

“Here, let me help you.”  His cheeks were twinged pink.  It looked adorable.  “I promise I’ll take your other hand this time,” he grinned.

“Thanks Nathan,” she whispered as he helped her to her feet.

“Okay, let’s go then.”

“Hey!”  Called Michael as they started to exit the Hall.  “What about me?  We have detention right away!”

“I’ll meet you there!  Grab me some toast!”  Nathan called over his shoulder.  

“But-“ his words were cut off as the door swung behind the pair.

“Look Niema ... I’m really sorry about this.  If I wasn’t such a clumsy git-“

“It’s okay.  Don’t worry about it.”

“Well ... what can I do to make it up to you?”

“Oh ... nothing.”  Niema replied.  He guided her to the infirmary, still holding her hand.  She smiled.  He had already done enough, and she couldn’t be happier.
~~*~~

Thirty minutes later, Niema was as good as new.  She had waited almost fifteen minutes before the Matron could see her.  Nathan had offered to keep her company and she readily accepted.  They sat in almost complete silence, but Niema didn’t care.  She was beaming as the pair of them exited the hospital wing.
“I’m really sorry about all of this Ni,” Nathan mumbled.

“It’s okay Nathan ... really,” she insisted.  This was the sixth time he’d apologized.  Yet another adorable thing.

He glanced at her.  “You can call me Nate ... if you want.   I mean ... all of my friends do.”

She smiled.  “Okay then ... Nate,”

“That sounds better,” he grinned.  “Whenever I hear Nathan, I think I’m getting in trouble.”

Niema laughed.  “You do get in trouble a lot, don’t you?”

He put his hands in the air.  “Hey!  I’m just an innocent bystander all the time.  I blame those cousins of yours.  Real troublemakers they are.”

“Oh sure,” she snorted.  “Wasn’t it you who borrowed my cloak last week?”

“I was coerced, I swear!”

At this Niema laughed even louder.  “Yeah right!”

“Hey, I’m really an angel!”

“Oh, I bet you are!” 

This was turning out to be the best day in Niema’s life.  Was he actually flirting with her?  She dearly hoped so.  She made a mental note to stand behind more doors in the future.  

The pair continued on in silence for a few minutes until Nate stopped.

“Ummm ... Ni?”

“Hmmm?”

“Do you mind if I call you that?”  He asked.

“Oh.  Sure you can.”  She replied brightly.  She turned and walked a few steps before she noticed that he hadn’t followed.  “Nate?”

“I ... umm ... I have to say something else.”  

“Oh?”  Niema was getting anxious.  He looked so serious.  Nate Wood was never serious, at least not when she was around.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked at the ground.  He seemed to be thinking over what he was going to say.

“Niema!”  She turned at the sound of her name and saw Grace and Kandi running towards her.  “Where have you been?”

“We’ve been looking all over for you!”  Exclaimed Kandi as they pair reached Niema and Nate.

“Oh.  Sorry about that.  I ... had a little accident.”  She glanced over at Nate.  

“I kinda hurt her wrist a little,” he said sheepishly.

“Oh well done Nate!”  Scowled Grace.  She turned to Niema.  “Are you okay?” 

Niema held up her newly healed hand.  “Good as new.”

“Excellent, cause we have to leave for Hogsmeade.”  Grace sighed.  “So much to do ... so little time.”

“Hey Nate,” said Kandi suddenly.  “Don’t you have detention?”

“Oh bugger!”  He cried.  “I completely forgot!  I’ve got to go!”  He turned to Niema, “I’m really sorry again Ni.  Can we talk later?”

“Umm .... sure.”

“Have fun today ladies!”  He called as he ran down the corridor.

Grace turned to Niema, smirking.  “Well, well, well.  This is certainly interesting.”

“It sure is,” agreed Kandi.

Niema blushed.  “Where’s Matt?”  She asked, trying to change the subject.

“Matt’s on his big date, thanks to a little help from us.  Nice subject change Niema,”  Grace poked her in the ribs,  “but you’re not getting out of it that easily.”

“Great,” muttered Niema.

“Oh yes.  We want to know exactly what happened.”  Kandi nodded.

“You two sure looked friendly,” remarked Grace.  “We need details dear.”

“Fine,” Niema relented.  “I’ll tell you later.  Let’s just go.”

“Sounds good to me,” Grace grinned.  “I want to go see my dad at the shop first.”  She looped one arm in Niema’s and the other in Kandi’s and together the three of them headed off to Hogsmeade.

~~*~~

Niema wrapped her cloak tighter around her thin frame as the three girls headed to the Quidditch shop.  It was one of her favourite stores.  Her Uncle Ron opened it about four years ago after retiring from the ministry.  He named it in memory of her dad.  Matt told her it was either ‘Lightning Quidditch Supplies’ or ‘Soaring Freckles’, so Ron had opted for the former.  Niema’s mum worked there part time, so did her cousins Trevor and Gregory.  They had both finished Hogwarts a few years back and were working at the shop until they decided on a career path.

As they entered the shop, Niema quickly spotted her mum at the counter talking to Ron.

“Let’s go say hello,” suggested Grace as they headed for the register.

“Hey sweetie,” smiled her mum once the girls had made their way across the crowded store.

“Hi mum, hi Uncle Ron.  It’s really busy in here,” Niema remarked, looking around at the crowd of students.  It wasn’t surprising really, since it was a Hogsmeade weekend.

“Isn’t it great!  I love it when the student come down!”  Grinned Ron.  

“Sorry, we can’t talk too much right now hon,”  said Ginny as she accepted some coins from an excited second year.

“That’s okay.”  She tried to hide her disappointment.  She really wanted to spent a little time with her mum today.

“I have an idea,” said Ron suddenly.  “Why don’t we meet you girls for lunch?  I’m sure the boys can handle the shop for awhile.  That is,” he nudged Grace in the ribs,  “you want to have lunch with your old man!”

“Dad!”  Cried Grace.  “Sure we do.  We’ll go shop for awhile and meet you at noon.”  The three girls started making their way out of the shop.  “Besides,” Grace called over her shoulder.  “I’ll need more money by then!”

Ron’s retort was cut off as they stepped out into the cold.

“Where to next?”  Asked Niema.

“I dunno,” said Kandi.  “But let’s hurry, it’s freezing out here.”

“Let’s go see Uncle Fred,” suggested Grace.  Niema and Kandi readily agreed, so the three girls headed down to George’s Joke Shop.    

~~*~~

The joke shop was bursting to the seams when the three girls arrived.  Niema spotted Fred across the store demonstrating a product to a fourth year, who promptly started doing jumping jacks.

“He loves getting people to try his inventions,” a voice behind her remarked.  Niema quickly spun around.

“Auntie Katie!  It’s so good to see you!”  She cried, wrapping her arms around her very pregnant aunt.

“Hi girls,” her aunt smiled.  She waved her arm around the store.  “Welcome to the nut house.”

“How are you doing?  How’s the baby?”  Asked Grace as she hugged her aunt.

“She’s doing just fine.  I think she’s a Quidditch player, she seems to like doing flips already!”

“It’s a girl then?”  Niema asked.  Fred and Katie already had two boys; George who had finished Hogwarts, was a beater and Quidditch captain, and Daniel was eight.  

“Yep,” Katie beamed.  Your uncle’s been bouncing off the walls since we found out!”  She patted her stomach.  “He’ll finally get his little girl.”

“What’s that I hear about my daughter?”  Asked Fred as he came up behind his wife, wrapping his arms around her.

“Oh, just that you’re a tad excited about her arrival that’s all,” Katie smiled.

“Of course!”  Fred beamed.  “That’s another future Quidditch star in there.  She’s gonna be a chaser, just like her mother.”

Katie smirked.  “Maybe she won’t like Quidditch dear ...”

“What?”  Cried Fred. “She’s a Weasley, of course she’ll like Quidditch!”

At this, everybody laughed, while Fred attempted to look upset.  He failed, and ended up joining them.

“So, Uncle Fred, got any new inventions for us today?”  Asked Grace sweetly.

“Hmmm ... well that depends,” he replied.

“On what?”  

“On who you’re going to use them on.”

“Slytherins.”  Kandi and Grace said at once.

“And possibly some unsuspecting brothers of mine ...”  added Grace, smiling mischievously.

“Well, in that case ... why don’t you come into my office,” Fred motioned to the back of the store that contained his ‘laboratory’.

“Excellent,” beamed Grace as she and Kandi followed Fred through the store.  “You coming Niema?”  She called over her shoulder.

“Nah,” Niema shook her head.  Pranks weren’t really her thing.  “I’ll wait out here.”

“Suit yourself,” her cousin shouted over the crowd as the door shut behind her.  

~~*~~

Almost an hour later, the three girls left the joke shop.  Grace was holding a bulging bag full of tricks, which she promised she wouldn’t use on Niema.

Grace checked her watch.  “It’s time to meet the adults,” she stated.  “I can’t believe we spent so long in there.”

Niema laughed.  “Well, I think you’ve got enough pranks to last you all year.”

“Nah.” Shrugged Grace.  “I say weeks ... tops.”

“I vote for Michael as the first victim,” said Kandi.

“Michael?”  Asked Niema.  “Aren’t you going to the ball with him?”

“Me?  And Michael?”  Said Kandi, looking appalled.  “I don’t think so!”  

“Oh,” said Niema.  She was sure that they would be going together.  Michael seemed to like her.  “Why not?”

“Yeah Kandi, why not?”  Smirked Grace.

Kandi rolled her eyes.  “No offense Grace, but your brothers is about as romantic as a flobberworm.  I don’t think he’d know the first thing about treating a woman properly.  He couldn’t be serious if his life depended on it.  Besides,” she added.  “I’m going with that seventh year Slytherin, Ryan.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Niema.  She wondered if Michael did either.  “And what about you Grace?”

“Me?  Well, I’m going with Sean Cale.”  She answered

“The Ravenclaw?” 

“Yeah, him.”

Everyone seemed to have partners for the ball.  Would she be the only student not going?  That thought depressed her, so Niema tried not to think about it.  They reached The Three Broomsticks and stepped inside.  It was filled to the brim with students.  Grace pointed out Ron and Niema’s mum in a booth in the corner.  The three girls waded their way through the crowd to join them.

“Hi girls,” greeted Ginny as she slid over to make room.

“Hi mum,” smiled Niema as she took the seat next to her.  Kandi took the seat beside her, while Grace joined Ron at the other side of the table.

“So, how was the morning?”  Asked Ron.

“Pretty good.  We saw Fred and Katie, she looks great.”  Grace answered.

“She looks like she’s ready to pop any day now if you ask me.”

“Ron!”  Exclaimed Ginny.

“What?  She does!”

Ginny just scowled at him and mumbled something that included the words ‘stupid’, ‘git’, and ‘men’.

Niema spotted Matt making his way over to the counter.  “Hey, why don’t I go get us some butterbeer?”

“That’d be great dear,” said her mother.

Matt seemed oblivious to Niema’s approach, and jumped a foot in the air when she tapped his shoulder.

“Wha?”  He cried. He turned and saw her.  “Oh, hi Ni.  You scared me.”

“Sorry bout that,” she laughed.  She looked around a bit before asking, “where’s Mary?”

Matt’s ears turned pink. “Oh, she’s over in the corner.  We have a smaller booth.”  He pointed, and Niema saw Mary, who was glancing nervously around her.  

“I thought you’d go to the tea shop,” Niema mused.

“Well, I did suggest that, just like Grace and Kandi told me.  She said she’d rather come here.  Those two told me to do whatever she wants, so I agreed.”  He replied.

“So things are going okay then?”

“Umm ... yeah ... they are.”  He blushed even more.

“Well, she looks really lonely, maybe you should get back there,” Niema suggested.

“Oh ... right. Good idea.”  He started walking away and stopped.  “But I want to hear where you were this morning.  I can’t believe you left me with those two!”

This time it was Niema’s turn to blush as she remembered her encounter with Nate.  “We’ll talk later.  You have fun.”

“Right.  See you Ni!”  He called.  Niema watched him walk over to a now happy Mary.  She smiled.  They looked really nice together, she was happy for her cousin.

After Niema paid for the butterbeer, she brought the tray over to the table, where Grace and Ron were having some sort of argument.

“No.”

“Daddy!”

“I’ve never even met this bloke!”

“It’s just a ball daddy!”

“Hmph.  Just a ball indeed!”

“Daddy!”

“Ron ...” interjected Ginny.  “She’s seventeen.”

“And so is he!  I know what seventeen-year-old boys are like!”

“Daddy!  I’m a grown woman!”

“You are not!”

“I am too!”

“Are not!”

“Am too!”

“I said no!”

“I can’t go without a partner!”

“I want to meet him.”

“No!”

“Well, you’re going alone then.”

“Hmmmph.  Mum’s okay with me going with Sean.”

“What?”

“She thinks it’s great.”

“Well, I’ll just be having a chat with her, won’t I?  Maybe I’ll just come down to the castle later, meet this Sean person.”

“No way!  I will never speak to you again if you do.”

“Ron!”  Ginny cried.  “Stop being such a git!  If Hermione thinks he’s okay, then he must be.”

“Right,” nodded Grace.

Ron crossed his arms over his chest and huffed.  “Fine.  But I don’t like it.”

Grace grinned and threw her arms around her dad.  “I knew you’d come around.  This is going to be so great!”  She squealed.

Ron tried to suppress the smile that was playing across his lips.  “I’m still talking to your mother about this.  I can’t believe she didn’t tell me!”

Ginny rolled her eyes.  “Can you blame her Ron?  You acted like a buffoon.”

“Well, this is my baby girl,” smiled Ron.  “Not just any bloke is good enough for her.”

“Dad!”

“What?”

Grace just sighed and rolled her eyes.  Everyone knew how protective Ron was of his only daughter.  It made Niema a little jealous sometimes.    

“So,” smiled Ginny.  “Do you girls have your dress robes yet?”

“Well, we were thinking about going this afternoon to look for some,” Kandi piped up.

Niema hadn’t heard of this plan yet.  She didn’t really want to go look for robes, as it didn’t seem like she’d even be going. As if reading her mind, Grace gave her a stern look.  “You’re coming.”  She stated.

“Why wouldn’t you look for dress robes dear?”  Asked Ginny.

“Because I’m probably not going to the ball, that’s why,” she sulked.

“You’re going,” said Grace.  “There’s still loads of time for someone to ask you.”

“Did you have someone in mind?  Why don’t you just ask him?”  Suggested Ginny.

“She can’t,” Grace answered,  “he’s already tied up going with someone else.”  She gave Niema an apologetic look.

“Oh?”  Said Ron.  “Who else do I have to have a chat with?  Why would anyone not want to go with you?”

“It’s a long story daddy,” sighed Grace.

“But who is it?”  He pressed.

“Oh, you already know him,” said Grace.

“Do I?”

There was no way that Niema wanted her mother and uncle to know about Nathan.  It was bad enough that all the Gryffindors did.  “Grace-“

“Nate Wood,” answered Kandi before Niema could tell her to shut it.

“Ollie’s boy?”

“Yeah.”  Both girls answered.  

“Well, I suppose he’s a good enough looking fellow,” remarked Ron.

Niema groaned.  This was just going to get worse.  She felt her face heating up.

Ron laughed.  “She definitely got your blush, Gin!  I haven’t seen that since Hogwarts!”

“Ron-“ Ginny warned.

“Did you know that your mum used to go completely nutters around Harry?”

“What?” Niema asked.

“Ron-“

“Oh yeah.  She used to get all giddy and nervous around him.  It was disgusting really.”  He shook his head.

Her mum, the coolest witch that Niema knew, being giddy?  It just didn’t make sense.

“That doesn’t sound like aunt Ginny, Dad,” said Grace.

“Thank you, Grace,” smiled Ginny.

“Oh, you have no idea,” Ron grinned.  His eyes suddenly lit up.  “I remember back in our second year, your mother’s first that is-“

“Ron-“

“We were all sitting in the Great Hall, having breakfast-“

“RON-“

“And she was mooning so bad over Harry that she put her elbow in the butter dish!”  Ron started laughing uncontrollably.  “Oh!  It was so funny.  Of course, she’d done it before, but never in front of so many people!  We all pretended that we didn’t see, but it was hilarious!”  The whole table cracked up, while Niema’s mum, now completely red, put her face in her hands.

“Oh Ron...”  she muttered.

“Oh, then there was the singing Valentine!  What did it say Gin?  ‘His eyes are as green as a fresh pickled toad ...’”

This brought on a new wave of laughter at the table.  Even Ginny joined in this time.  “Well,” she mused.  “He was quite handsome...”  Niema couldn’t help but notice the wistful smile on her face as she fingered her wedding band, which she refused to take off.

“So let me get this straight,” Grace laughed.  “You had a big crush on Harry in Hogwarts?”

“Well, maybe a little one, yes,” Ginny nodded.

“A little one?”  Ron snorted.  “It was sickening!  My little sister going all crazy over my best mate!”

“Well,” Grace grinned, “like mother like daughter I suppose.”

Niema blushed, and Ginny put her arm around her shoulder.  “Hey,” she whispered in her ear, “it takes ‘em awhile, but they do come around.  Don’t give up.  I’m here if you want to talk.”

“Thanks mum,” smiled Niema.

“Anytime sweetie.”  She winked at her and then turned to Ron.  “Okay brother, do we have to talk about your interesting fiasco involving Hermione Granger, Victor Krum, and a Yule Ball in which you acted like a complete git?”  She smiled cheekily up Ron.

“Oh, no we don’t.”

“I wanna hear that one!”  Cried Grace.

Ron glanced at his watch.  “Oh bugger, look at the time!  We’d better be off.”

“Wait a minute-“ started Grace.

“Let’s go Gin,” Ron interrupted, sliding out of the bench seat.

“We’ll talk later dear,” she grinned at her niece.  “You girls have fun shopping.”

“Tell Trevor and Gregory to say ‘hello’ to Aunt Meg and Uncle Charlie for me, I haven’t seen them in ages,” said Niema.

“Well, Meg is awfully busy at the Ministry these days, hopefully we’ll see her at Christmas.”

“Okay then, let’s go.  Bye girls!”  Said Ron as her took Ginny’s arm and let her out of the building.

“That is one story I have to hear.  I mean, my mum says my dad’s a git all the time, but this sounds funny!”  Grace giggled.

The three girls spent a few more minutes laughing and trying to guess what Ron had done during his time at Hogwarts.  Finally, Grace interrupted.  “Well, should we get going then?”

“Yeah, let’s,” nodded Kandi enthusiastically.

“If we must ....”  Sighed Niema.

“We must.  Come on.”  Grace grabbed her arm and the three girls departed the Three Broomsticks.   

~~*~~

It seemed that most of the female population of Hogwarts decided to get their robes today.  The shop was beyond crowded.  Grace managed to procure the three of them a dressing room and two stools after threatening to hex a fourth year that was vying for the same ones.  Once Niema was seated, the two older girls went to town.  Niema wasn’t too particular about what she wore. She was always terrible at picking colours to ‘enhance one’s inner beauty’ as Grace put it.  She left that up to the older, wiser ones.  

Twenty minutes later, they reappeared with arm loads of robes to try.  Niema sat back and watched as the two seventh years paraded around in a variety of dress robes.  She offered an occasional ‘that looks great!’ or ‘that colour really suits you!’, but in reality, she thought most of them looked the same.  Finally, Kandi decided on periwinkle and Grace on silver.  It was Niema’s turn.  

“Okay, let’s see,” muttered Grace, eying her up and down.  “What colour would you like to wear?”

Niema shrugged.  “I’m sure whatever you pick will be just fine.”

“Okay, give us a minute,” she called as she once again waded her way through the crowd.  

As Niema sat she noticed that Jenni and her Hufflepuff friends were in the store.  She knew that she wouldn’t be in a good mood for too much longer if she stayed in the store, so she got up to leave.

“Hey, you’re not leaving!”  Called Kandi.

“Yeah, we found some for you.  Go try these on.”  Grace handed her a pile of robes in an assortment of colours.

Niema sighed. She may as well get this over with quickly so she could leave.  “Fine.”

Most of the robes were hideous in Niema’s opinion.  Bright pink and lime green were definitely not her colours.  Maybe they forgot who they were picking these robes out for.  She emerged from the change room in a pretty green one that matched her eyes.  Grace and Kandi seemed pleased with it, and Niema quite liked it herself.  

“Okay, how bout this one then?”  She asked as she headed back to take it off.

“Wait!  There’s still one more, it’s my favourite!”  Said Grace

There was indeed one more.  It was an off-white colour and very plain.  She thought it was beautiful.  It seemed that Grace did too, she was grinning from ear to ear when she saw it.

“Ooo ... I like that one.  The colour looks great with your dark hair and your complexion.  You have to get it!”  

“I dunno,” said Kandi.  “The other one brings out her eyes.”

Niema shrugged.  “I like them both.  You two pick.”

“Well,” said a voice from behind her, “I quite like this white one.”    

She spun around at the sound of his voice.  “Nate!  Wha ...What are you doing here?”

He smiled at her.  “Professor Weasley was coming to visit her husband, so she said that I could come down with her, since I only had morning detention.”

“Where’s Michael?”  Asked Kandi.

He laughed.  “He had detention from Filch this afternoon.  He’s quite ticked off about it too.”  He turned to Niema.  “So, are you getting that one then?”

“Oh ... uh, yes.  I think I will.  I’m gonna go change.”  She backed into the room, and shut the door.  She grinned.  He liked her robes, how great was that?  Her plan to ‘get over’ Nathan Wood was officially obliterated.

When she emerged a few minutes later, Nate was gone.  Grace saw her looking around and pointed her thumb towards the other side of the shop.  “He’s over there.  Jenni wanted to ask him about his robes.”  She rolled her eyes.  “Honestly, it’s not like they have to match!”

Niema’s good mood turned sour as she remembered that she had no partner for the ball yet.  She quickly paid for her new robes and turned to Grace and Kandi, who were eyeing her carefully.  “Look, I’m gonna go get some air, it’s awfully crowded in here.  I’ll meet you in a little while.”  As she left the shop, she caught a glimpse of Nate and Jenni and her anger intensified.  She stomped down the street, not paying attention to where she was going.  When she finally looked up, she froze.

That alley.  It was the one from her dream.  She entered it, a strange feeling welling up inside of her.  Her father walked down this alley in her dream.  Being here was so strange.  She gazed around.  It looked almost identical.  Her eyes stopped on the spot.  The spot where he was standing.  She remembered it all so clearly, better than she had before.  He was walking with some flowers, and there was someone in the shadows.  They stunned him, and disappeared, taking her father with them.  She knelt down and ran her hand over the spot where he fell.  Her arm was tingling all over.  She couldn’t explain what she felt.  She needed to talk to someone about the dreams, but couldn’t think of whom.  Her mother would just be upset, so would Hermione and Ron.  Matt, Grace, and Michael would all think she was crazy.  No, she couldn’t tell anyone.  She just prayed that she didn’t have another dream, although she did want to see her father again.  

The tears came unchecked as she remembered her latest dream, and the curse that was used on him.  She remembered the fear in his eyes as he waited for it to come.  She didn’t understand why this was happening to her, why seeing all of it.  She pulled out the picture her mother gave her and sat in solitude, trying to understand the feeling running through her. 

Niema didn’t know how long she sat there, when a hand gently touched her shoulder.

“Ni?”

Great.  It was him.  She hastily wiped away the tears and turned to face him.  “Oh, hi Nate.  What are you doing here?”

“Well ... you left the shop so quickly ...”  He looked down at her.  “Grace and Kandi are looking for you, it’s time to go back.”

“Oh ... I ... I lost track of time.  Thanks for telling me,” she muttered.  He reached out a hand and helped her stand.

“What are you doing in this alley?”

“Oh, the store was so stuffy, I just needed some air ...”

“Makes sense.”

Niema straightened out her robes and smoothed her hair before they started walking.  She avoided making eye contact with him, she didn’t want him to see her face. 

“Ni?”  He whispered.

“Hmm?”

“Umm ... are you okay?”  He looked quite terrified of her, she must look awful.

“Oh yeah, I’m fine.  Nothing to worry about,” she gave him a weak smile.

“Is there something you want to talk about?”

“Oh, uh, no.  I’m fine.”  She lied.

“Okay then.”  They walked on in awkward silence for a few minutes before he spoke again.  “Ni?”

“Hmmm?”

 “We ... I mean ... We’re friends, right?”

Her heart sank.  “Friends?  Oh, sure we are.”  She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice, but it wavered anyway.

He looked relieved.  “I’m glad.”

“Oh .... me too.”

“Good.”  He paused.  “Maybe ... we should hang out more often.  I mean ... we hardly know each other ....” 

Niema thought that couldn’t be further from the truth.  She knew everything about Nathan Wood.  His Quidditch stats, his favourite colour (blue), heck she even knew his shoe size.  “Sure, if you want to.”

He smiled at her.  “I do.”

“Great,” she sighed.  She tried to plaster a smile on her face, when in reality she was miserable.  Being his friend was definitely not what she wanted.

The pair spent the rest of the way back in near silence.  They spoke briefly about Quidditch, but even that couldn’t sustain them the whole way.  All Niema could think about was the roller coaster day she’d had.  She tried to push everything from her mind when she met up with Matt to talk about his day.

“It was brilliant!”  He cried.

She laughed.  “I take it you had a good time then?”

He smiled dreamily.  “Oh yeah.... she tastes like strawberries.”

“Why, aren’t you the brave one?  You went for it, did ya?”

Matt’s ears turned pink.  “Well, actually ... she did.  And it was brilliant.  Everything was brilliant.  She’s brilliant ...”

“Okay, okay!  I get it.  I assume you’re taking her to the ball then?”

“Definitely,” he grinned. “What a woman!”

Niema rolled her eyes at him.  “Oh please, don’t go all mushy on me!”

“Hey,” he said defensively.  “You’ll be the same way when you and Nathan get together.”  He must have seen her face fall, because he quickly added, “you will, Ni.  I’m positive.”

She smiled weakly.  “Thanks Matt, but we’re just friends.”

“Oh.  Well maybe that’s a good thing.”

“How?”

He shrugged.  “Maybe you’ll be his friend and find out he picks his nose or has warts all over or something...”

“Matt!” 

He gave her a lopsided grin.  “You never know ...”

“Oh shut it!”  She laughed.

“As you wish.”  He bowed.  “I’m gonna head to bed.  You still need help with Transfiguration this week?”

“Yeah.  When can we work on it?”

“How bout Tuesday?”

“Sounds good.  Night Matt.”  She yawned.

“Sweet dreams, Ni.”

~~*~~

The next days passed quickly for Niema, with homework and Quidditch.  Tuesday evening found her in the Gryffindor common room, books spread all over the table.  She hadn’t seen Matt since supper, so decided to get some work done while waiting for him.

She glanced up as the portrait hole opened, admitting Michael and Nate.  They waved and started making their way over towards her.  Niema hadn’t really spoken much to Nate since he found her in the alley.  She’d avoided him at all costs during Quidditch practice and in the Great Hall.

“What’s up Niema?”  Asked Michael, plopping down in the seat next to her.

“Oh, I’m just waiting for Matt.”

Nate frowned.  “We just saw Matt walking around the lake with ... I forget her name...”

“Mary?”

“Yeah, her.”

“Oh.”  Had Matt forgotten?  That wasn’t like him at all.  “He must have forgot we were meeting.”

Michael rolled his eyes.  “My little brother seems to have only one thing on his mind, and it ain’t homework.”

Niema laughed.  “It seems that way.  I’ll just work on it another night then.”  She started to gather her things.

“Can we help you?”  Asked Michael.

“You wouldn’t mind?  I’m really stuck on your mum’s essay.”

“Nah, bring it on.  We’d love to help.”  Niema glanced over at Nate, who nodded.

“Thanks guys.”

Niema spent the next few hours laughing as Michael and Nate regaled her with stories of various pranks.  Her homework had been completed in no time with Michael’s help, and now the three lounged in front of the fire.  Matt stilled hadn’t returned, which bothered Niema, but she tried not to let it show.  All in all, this had been a good night.  She hadn’t blushed too much, and seemed to be able to talk without to much stuttering in Nate’s presence, a grand accomplishment indeed. 

~~*~~

The next weeks flew by, and still Niema had hardly seen Matt.  He usually spent his lunch and dinner over at the Ravenclaw table, with Mary.  They seemed really happy together, and Niema was glad for them.  She couldn’t help being a little bit jealous though.  Her best friend didn’t spend time with her anymore.  She supposed that she always knew they would separate a little over time, but she still wasn’t prepared for it.  She wanted him to be happy, there was no mistake about that, but she still wanted her best friend.  It hurt her to think that she could be forgotten so easily.

She spent most of her time alone or with the trio.  They must’ve understood what was happening between her and Matt, because they always made a point to invite her along with them.  She always had a great time with Nate, Michael, and Grace, even though it wasn’t the same as it was with Matt.  She had definitely improved her ‘Nathan skills’ as she liked to call them.  It seemed that she had a lot less trouble staying together when they were with other people, so she tried to not be alone with him.

He did invite her to go flying with him one day though.  She couldn’t believe it.  Her head screamed at her to feign exhaustion and stay indoors, but she couldn’t resist.  It had been great ... until she put her foot in her big mouth.  As she sat on her bed afterwards, she laughed at the thought of the conversation they had.

“You’re a great Seeker, you know?”  He asked after they landed.  They had separated and flown around the pitch for an hour, until it was too dark to see anymore.  

She blushed, as usual.  “Oh, thank you.  You’re a really good Chaser.”

“Thanks.” 

“So, which team are you trying out for?”  She asked after a moment of silence, trying to make conversation.

“What do you mean?”

“When you play Quidditch after Hogwarts, which team are you going to try out for?”

He frowned at her.  “What makes you think I’m going to play Quidditch?”

“Oh ... I just assumed ...”

“That all I can do is play Quidditch?”  He finished.

“No ... that’s not what I meant ...”  

He waved his hand.  “It doesn’t matter.  That’s what everyone thinks.  Nathan Wood, the Quidditch player.  I might as well just do it ... live up to yours and everyone’s expectations of me.”  He looked really angry.  Niema felt horrible.

“I didn’t mean ...”

“Forget about it.  No harm done.”  He flashed her a weak smile before continuing.  “We should go in, it’s dark.”

“Nate,” she called as he walked away.  “Wait a minute!”  He turned and waited for her, the fake smile still plastered on his face.  “What do you wanna do then, after Hogwarts?”

“Why play Quidditch of course!  Follow in daddy’s footsteps.”  He said lamely.

She was getting just a little annoyed at his attitude.  She didn’t mean to offend him, it was an honest mistake.  “Hey ... I’m sorry if I offended you.  How am I supposed to know these things?   You said it yourself, we don’t know each other very well.  So why don’t you just tell me what you want to do instead of being a smart aleck about it.”  She huffed.

He stared at her, and a slow grin crept upon his face.  

“Why are smiling like that?”  She demanded.  He better not be making fun of her...  

“Do you realize that this is the most you’ve ever said to me?  And this is the longest conversation we’ve ever had?”

Niema blushed again.  He was right.  “So it is,” she grinned.

He didn’t seem to be angry anymore.  “Come on, let’s get inside, it’s cold.”  He turned and started walking, slowing down so she could catch up.

“Are you going to answer my question now?  Or are you still angry?”  She asked carefully.

He chuckled.  “I’m not angry, Ni.  I just get frustrated when people assume that all I want to do is play Quidditch.  I’m not like my dad.”

“I’m really sorry, Nate.”

He shrugged.  “It’s fine.  Everybody makes the same mistake.”  Niema definitely didn’t like being like everybody else.  “I actually want to be an Auror ...”

“You do?”  She cried.

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Wow,” she breathed.  “That’s really great Nathan.”

He shrugged again.  “We’ll have to see.  I haven’t made it in yet.  And I haven’t told my dad ... he’ll be devastated.”

“Wants you to play Quidditch does he?”

He laughed.  “Just a tad.”

“Well, you should do whatever you want.  Being an Auror is a great thing.”

“Thanks Niema.”  He paused.  “This is nice.”

“What is?”

“Talking with you.”  She glanced over at him.  He was blushing, she was sure of it.

She grinned.  “I agree.”  

It had been a wonderful conversation, even though it had its tense moments.  She was glad to learn something new about Nate, and that he felt he could share it with her.  She lay back on her bed and sighed.  Things we definitely looking up.

~~*~~

She was in the room again.  The small, square room that was so ... bare.  He was slumped against the wall, either sleeping or unconscious, she couldn’t tell.  He looked worse than last time, if that was at all possible.  His hair was a little longer, shaggier.  He had stubble on his chin as well, it looked as if he hadn’t shaved in weeks.

He moaned and opened his eyes.  They darted around anxiously, and then became deadened, as if he realized that he was still in the same room.  He propped himself up a little straighter, wincing as he did.

All she wanted to do was go to him, comfort him.  He was in so much pain, it tore at her heart.  She tried calling out to him, but he didn’t hear.  She couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything to ease his pain, and it infuriated her.  Why show her something so terrible, that she couldn’t stop?

The man was startled by a creak outside the door.  As if sensing who it was, he shrank back against the wall and squeezed his eyes shut.  The door opened and a woman entered, the same one from before.  

“How are we doing today, Mr. Potter?”  She leered at him.

He didn’t answer.

She kicked him in the stomach and he fell onto his back. “I asked you a question.  It would be rude not to answer me, Mr. Potter.”

He still didn’t answer.

“It’s okay Mr. Potter, that’s not the important question anyway.”  She smiled.  “I want to know where he is.”

Silence.

She kicked him again, harder.  “WHERE IS HE?”  She screamed.

“He’s dead,” he spat.

“You’re lying!”  She raged.  “He couldn’t die, we both know that!  He made sure of it!”

He shrugged.

“I know you hid him somewhere.  Now tell me where!”

He just glared at her, his green eyes full of a hatred that Niema had never seen before in anyone.  It scared her, but she understood it, because she felt the same way.

“Fine!”  She growled.  “You’ll break eventually.  I don’t care how long it takes.”  She brought up her wand and he flinched in anticipation.

Niema knew what was coming and tried desperately to scream, to stop it.  She couldn’t bear it, she had to get out.  She didn’t want to watch him suffer like that, it would kill her.

“CRUCIO!”
~~*~~

Niema awoke, tears streaming down her face, the sound of her father’s screams still ringing in her ears.  Her heart ached from the pain she witnessed.  She hugged her knees to her chest and cried.  She didn’t understand why she kept having these dreams.  She didn’t want to any of it, ever again.  Niema wanted to see her father more than anything else, but it wasn’t worth the pain that it brought.  She vowed to go visit the Matron to get a dreamless sleep potion for a while.

She tried to fall asleep again, but couldn’t get the images out of her head.  His eyes as they flashed with pure hatred, his fear as the wand was pointed, and his screams.  His terrible screams.  No human being should ever feel that kind of pain, no matter what.

Niema realized that she wasn’t going to be able to get back to sleep, so she grabbed her dressing robe and headed to the common room.  She loved sitting by the fire, and hoped that it would ease her mind a little. 

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she saw a figure slumped in a chair by the fire.

“Michael?”  She whispered.

He jumped.  “Wha?  Oh, hey Ni.”  He took one look at her and was out of his chair in a flash.  “What happened?  Are you okay?”

“Oh.”  She wiped the tears from her face and smoothed her hair.  “It’s nothing.”

He frowned at her.  “It doesn’t look like nothing, Ni.”

“It ... it was just a bad dream, that’s all.”  She smiled as sincerely as she could.

Michael led her over to the fire, and sat her down on a sofa.  “What was it about?”

“I ... I’d rather not talk about it right now.  Is that okay?”

“Of course, if you’re sure ...”

“I am.”  Niema couldn’t stop the tears that had silently begun streaming down her face again.  Michael wrapped his arms around her and she lay her head on his shoulder as she sobbed.

“It’s okay ...”  He whispered.  Niema nodded and clutched him tighter, trying to clear her mind.  He just held her for a while, whispering in her ear all the things she needed to hear, until she was all cried out. 

“Do ... do you want some juice?”  He asked tentatively.

“Sure,” she murmured.  He let go of her and reached for the table.  It was only then that she noticed the tray of food situated there.  “Michael?”

“Hmm?”

“What were you doing down here?”  She asked.

“Me?  Oh, I couldn’t sleep.  Thought I’d nick some food from the kitchen.  Want some?”

“Sure,” she replied.  The pair spent the next few minutes in silence, each seeming to have something of their minds.  

“I can be mature!”  Michael suddenly blurted out.

“What?”

“I can bloody well be mature!”  He repeated.

It suddenly dawned on Niema what he was referring to.  “Are you talking about Kandi?”

He sighed.  “Of course I am.  I heard she’s going with that pretty boy Slytherin.”

“Oh.  I’m sorry Michael.”

“It’s ridiculous really ... but I was going to ask her.  Not that she would have said yes anyway ...” he added.

“She might have, you never know.”  Niema offered.

“Apparently, I have the romantic equivalent of a flobberworm,” he muttered.

Niema couldn’t help but laugh a little, hearing him say it.  “You heard about that?”

“Yeah.  She’s so wrong you know.”

“I know.  She’ll come around, just be patient.”

Michael gave her a sideways glance, and smirked at her.  “You should take your own advice.”  

“Wha ... what do you mean?”

“Oh, come on Niema.  I’m not as thick as Kandi thinks!”

“Oh,” she muttered, turning red.

“Can I give you some advice, coming from his best friend?”

“Sure.”

“Be his friend.  Get to know him.”  He said gently

“I’m trying,” she replied

“Well, just keep it up.  It’ll all work out in the end, trust me.”

“Thanks Michael,” she smiled.  Her cousin was a really great guy.

“So, I guess we’re in the same boat then?”  He said.

“What do you mean?”  She asked

He shrugged.  “Neither of us have partners for the ball, and the people we’d like to go with are otherwise spoken for.”

“Oh.  Yeah, I s’pose so.”

“So why don’t we go together?”  He asked.

She turned and looked at him.  He was being serious.  “Are you sure, Michael?  I mean ... I know plenty of girls who would be glad to go with you.  You don’t have to ...”

“Oh stop!  I wanna go with you.  Come on, we’ll have a blast, showing those two wankers just how much fun we can be.”

“Thanks Michael.  I’d love to.”

“Excellent.”  He grinned.

Niema could help but smile too.  She was now going, with a partner, to the Christmas Ball.  Michael was right, they would show those two just how great they could be. 
~~*~~

The weeks leading up to Christmas passed by in a blur.  Niema faired well on her exams, as she had a lot of free study time.  The trio were completely wrapped up in their studies, so she didn’t have a lot of time with them.  Although, the time she did spend with Nathan was great, she was slowly beginning to come out of her shell around him.  She spoke to Matt on a few occasions, but hardly long enough to call them conversations.  It was really starting to get on Niema’s nerves.  How could he have forgotten her?  She was really hurt and upset by it, but vowed to not let it ruin her Christmas.  She knew that he’d come around, as soon as he needed her for something, and she would definitely make him grovel for it.

The castle had been decorated in its usual splendor.  The teachers really outdid themselves this year, with Headmaster Lupin leading the way.  He could often be seem wandering the halls, wand in hand, adding touches of garland to the walls.  He always had a wistful smile on his face, as if remembering days gone by.  Niema’s Aunt Hermione was a perfectionist when it came to the decorations.  She was usually found in the Great Hall, directing others as to which trees should go where.  The tradition twelve Christmas trees adorned the Great Hall, adding to the festive mood.  The whole school seemed to be in the Christmas spirit, probably due to the upcoming ball.  Most of the student in fourth year and above were staying at Hogwarts to enjoy the ball, so it was a half full Hogwart’s Express that left Hogmeade.

Niema was starting to get very excited about the party.  She felt healthier than she had in a long time, seeing as she had been getting a lot more sleep.  She hadn’t had any dreams of late, owing to the fact that she managed to convince the Matron to give her some dreamless sleep potion.  Dreams about her father being tortured were just not her idea of a fun Christmas.  So, the day of the ball found Niema refreshed and ready to have fun.  She was happy to be going with Michael.  She knew that they’d have a great time together.  She secretly hoped that she’d get at least one dance with Nate though. 

~~*~~

“You look wonderful!”

Niema eyed herself in the mirror.  She did look good.  Grace was definitely a miracle worker.  Niema had come to her in a panic a short while ago, begging for her guidance in taming her wild hair.  Grace had told her to embrace the curls, not tame them.  So, instead of the sleek up-do that Niema was planning, she ended up with curls.  And she liked them.  She usually tried to hide her hair in a ponytail, so this was a slight change.  She wondered if Nate would notice.

“Thank you Grace, you’re the greatest!”  She grinned.

“I know, I know,” she sighed. “Sometimes I think I’m too good.”

Kandi, who was sitting on the bed ready to go, rolled her eyes.  “Whatever you say Grace.  Are we ready yet, I wanna go downstairs.”

“I think so,” replied Niema.  “Let’s go.”

“Not so fast Missy!”  Cried Grace, stepping in front of her.  “You haven’t put any makeup on!”

“Oh.  Well, I’m really terrible at picking shades, I was just going to wear some lip gloss.”

“I don’t think so,” Grace said, shaking her head.  “Sit down, this will only take aminute.”

Five minutes later, Niema was again in front of the mirror, grinning.  She feared that Grace and Kandi would go overboard with the makeup, but they really hadn’t.  She was especially fond of the hint of blush on her cheeks and the shiny pink gloss they applied to her lips.  She looked as if she just came in on a chilly day, her complexion was rosy, but not overly so.  It looked quite natural, so Niema was pleased.  She didn’t want to look like a completely new person, she’d rather be herself.

“I owe you big time,” she said.

“Yes you do cousin.”  Grace stroked her chin as if thinking.  Suddenly, her face lit up.  “I know, you can name yours and Nate’s first child after me!  And name me Godmother, of course.”  

Kandi laughed, while Niema rolled her eyes.  Grace had been saying things like that all evening.  “Whatever Grace ... Nate and I are just friends.”  Inside, Niema was crossing her fingers that it wouldn’t stay that way forever.

Grace rolled her eyes right back.  “Yeah ... okay then Niema.  We’ll see about that.  Come on, lets go then.”

Niema did one last mirror check before the three girls made there was to the common room to meet the guys.     

~~*~~

“So, are you ready to have a great time?”

Niema looked over at Michael, who was walking beside her to the Great Hall.  “I sure am,” she grinned.

As they entered the Hall, Niema’s breath caught in her throat.  It was magnificent.  Pure beauty. 

The long tables had been removed, making the room look even bigger than it usually did.  In their place were a variety of benches, tables and chairs.  The center of the room had been cleared for dancing.  The floor was a deep shimmering purple.  There were fairy lights everywhere, but the Hall wasn’t bright at all.  The tiny fairies emitted a soft glow in a variety of colours, from pink to green, red to blue.

Michael nudged her and pointed to the ceiling.  Niema looked up and grinned.  It was covered in thousands of twinkling stars.  The moon shone so bright it was as if Selene herself was wishing them a good evening.

“It ... it’s magical ...” she whispered.

“It is.”  Michael agreed.  He held out his arm to her and led her to a table where Grace and Sean were sitting.

“Hey guys, you both know Sean right?”  Said Grace.  

“Hi Sean,” greeted Niema.

Michael seemed to be sizing the Ravenclaw up.  Sean held out his hand and Michael took it.  He wasn’t smiling, but appeared to be sending his sister’s date a very clear message.     

The staring contest between them was interrupted by the Headmaster.

“Welcome to this year’s Christmas Ball.”  Professor Lupin’s voice boomed out over the crowd.  “I won’t take up precious dance time with a long speech ...” a cheer erupted from the some seventh years.  He chuckled.  “I get the point.  This year, we’ve decided on a dee jay instead of a live band, I hope you all enjoy the music.  And I’d also like to remind you to be on your best behavior tonight.  This is a chance for the entire school to come together as one.  Forget your houses for the evening, and have fun with your fellow students ...”

“Not likely,” muttered Michael beside Niema.

“So, without further ado .... let the ball begin!”

The mass of students once again erupted into applause.  The dee jay quickly began with an upbeat tune, and the dance was started.

~~*~~

Niema was having a great time.  Michael had definitely not disappointed her, dancing as often as she wanted.  She was asked to dance by a few other boys, including a very good looking seventh year Huffelpuff.  She was currently taking a break, and decided to get some juice, running into Matt at the refreshment table.  She was really in no mood to speak with him, but approached anyway.

“Hi Matt.”

He spun around.  “Oh, hey Ni.  How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, you?”  She asked.

“I’m great, having a blast,” he replied, grinning.

“Great,” she muttered.

He looked over her shoulder and waved.  Niema turned and saw Mary smiling at him.  She looked really pretty in her deep blue dress robes.

“Matt, can we-“

“I should go-“

They both stopped, and an awkward silence ensued.  Niema really wanted to talk to him, to tell him about her dreams, and everything that had happened with Nate.  She supposed that now wasn’t a very good time for that.

“You’d better go,” she nodded to Mary.  “Don’t keep your date waiting.”

“Yeah ... good idea,” he said.  He picked up two glasses of juice from the table and began walking away.  “Have fun tonight!”  He called over his shoulder.

“Thanks,” she whispered to no one in particular.  “I plan to.”
~~*~~

Nate looked incredibly handsome in Niema’s opinion.  He wore deep green dress robes, the same shade as the ones she almost bought.  She glanced over at him from her place at the table.  Michael was currently dancing with Grace.  Nate looked miserable over at a table full of Hufflepuff girls.  He looked up and caught her eye.  She smiled and waved before turning and talking with the boy sitting next to her.  She snuck a peek at him out of the corner of her eye, he was still looking at her, frowning. 

The song ended and she saw Michael approaching.

“May I have this dance milady” Michael asked, extending his arm to Niema

“Why yes you may,” she giggled.  He led her onto the dance floor just as a slower number came on.

“You look really nice tonight,” he whispered.

“Oh, thanks,” she mumbled.  Not that it really mattered anyway.  Nate still hadn’t asked her to dance.

“He noticed.”

“Who?”

“You know who.”  He winked at her.  She blushed.

“Did he really?”  She tried to keep her voice calm, but it raised an octave anyway.

“Of course, who didn’t?”

“Thanks Michael.”

“For what?”

“For being you.”  She smiled.  “You’re a really great guy.  Kandi’s crazy to not see it.”

“Don’t I know it,” he sighed. “She says I’m not serious enough.  But I can be, if I want to.”

“Have you shown her that?”

“Well, not exactly.  Girls are too hard to figure out.”

“We’re not.”

He rolled his eyes, “sure.”

“All we basically want is to feel special.  A little romance is always nice.” 

“You make it sound easy.”

“It is.”

“Right.”

“Just do something to show her that you like her.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, what would you like?”  

Niema blushed. “Just to know that he cared, even a little.”

“He does.”

“Sure.”

They danced in silence for a few moments before Michael suddenly grinned.  “What is it?”  Niema asked.

“I’m definitely crazy.”  He shook his head.

She raised her eyebrow.  “Michael, what are you going to do?”

He gave her a mischievous look.  “A little romance, eh?  I think I can do that.”

“What is it?”

“Oh, if this doesn’t work, I give up.”

“Michael?”

“I need to go for a minute, okay?”

“Where are you going?  What are you planning?”  She asked

He put his finger to the side of his nose.  “It’s a surprise.  You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Michael ...”  But he was already halfway across the dance floor, heading for the deejay.  Niema sighed and went to take a seat at the table.  She hoped that everything worked out for him.  Someone needed to be happy.  She sat down and watched as Michael spoke quietly with the deejay, wondering what one earth he was doing.  She saw him walk over and start talking with Nate.  They looked pretty serious, then Nate grinned and slapped Michael on the back.  A fast song came on, so Niema went to get another drink.  When she got back to the table, Michael was there.  He looked incredibly nervous.

“Michael?”  She asked.

“It’s almost time.”  He replied.

“Time for what?”  She was dying to find out what his surprise was.

“Where is she?” he asked, scanning the crowd.

“Kandi?  She sitting there with Grace.”  She pointed across the room.

“Where’s the pretty boy?”

He must mean her date.  She looked around, spotting him on the dance floor with another girl.  “He’s dancing, over there.”  She pointed.

He grinned.  “Perfect.  Wish me luck Niema.”

“Okay, good luck.”  

And with that he was off towards the stage.  The deejay nodded at him as the song ended.

“Can I have your attention please.  I’ve had a special request for a song.  May I present Michael Weasley.”  He handed him the microphone.

Michael took a deep breath as the music started.  Then, to Niema’s surprise, he looked straight at Kandi and started to sing along with the music ...

“I remember all my life 

ADVANCE \d 4raining down as cold as ice. 

ADVANCE \d 4Shadows of a man, a face through a window 

cryin' in the night, the night goes in

to morning, just another day; 

ADVANCE \d 4happy people pass my way. 

ADVANCE \d 4Looking in their eyes, I see a memory

I never realized how happy you made me. 
Oh, Kandi
Well, I came and I gave without taking

But you sent me away 

Oh, Kandi

Please kiss me and stop me from shaking

Cause I need you today 

Oh, Kandi!” 
Many people, including Niema gasped.  She looked over at Kandi, who looked utterly shocked.  She was just standing there, staring at Michael as he sang his heart out.

“Standing on the edge of time 

ADVANCE \d 4You walked away when love was mine. 

ADVANCE \d 4Caught up in a world of uphill climbing, 

ADVANCE \d 4tears are in my mind and nothing is rhyming.

Oh, Kandi
Well, I came and I gave without taking

But you sent me away 

Oh, Kandi

Please kiss me and stop me from shaking

Cause I need you today 

Oh, Kandi!”

By now the entire room was silent.  Niema saw her aunt Hermione, her eyes wide open, her hand over her mouth.  Niema couldn’t help but grin, Michael was one brave guy.

“Yesterday's a dream 

ADVANCE \d 4I face the morning 

ADVANCE \d 4Crying on a breeze 

ADVANCE \d 4The pain is calling 

Oh, Kandi
Well, I came and I gave without taking

But you sent me away 

Oh, Kandi

Please kiss me and stop me from shaking

Cause I need you today 

Oh, Kandi

ADVANCE \d 4I came and I gave without taking 

ADVANCE \d 4But you sent me away 

Oh, Kandi 

ADVANCE \d 4Please kiss me and stop me from shaking 

ADVANCE \d 4And I need you .... ”

He trailed off, then handed over the microphone.  He stepped off the stage and headed for Kandi, never taking his eyes off her.  She stood stock still, the same shocked expression on her face.  He reached her and grabbed her waist.  Slowly, he leaned forward, with one hand behind her back and the other behind her neck.  He gave her an impish smile before capturing her lips with his.  She seemed to go limp at once as she bent back.  Suddenly she responded, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him closer.  The entire crowd watched as they shared their first kiss, and it was a long one.  

They finally broke apart, both of them grinning from ear to ear.  

“Was that romantic enough for you?”  Michael asked, a playful expression on his face.

“Oh yeah ...”  Kandi trailed off and Michael leaned in for another.  The crowd went wild with applause.  The couple seemed to notice everyone around them and looked up, their faces identical shades of red.  The both laughed, then Michael whispered something in her ear.  Kandi nodded, then took his hand and led him towards the garden outside.    

Everyone began talking at once.  Niema couldn’t believe it ... it really worked.  Michael would definitely be a happy man after tonight, and he deserved it.  She figured that she had lost her dance partner for good, but it didn’t bother her one bit.  She made her way over to Grace, and they immediately began talking about Michael and his public display.  Grace seemed pretty pleased about the whole thing.

“It’s about time!”  She cried.

Niema knew that Michael and Kandi would be the main topic of the conversation for rest of the night.  The music started up again, and the dance floor filled once more.  Niema had fun, dancing with Sean and some of his friends.  She was sitting with Grace when the deejay announced that the ball was almost over.

Grace nudged her.  “I think someone wants to dance with you.”

Niema looked up and saw him across the room.  He was staring at her, his gaze was so intense that she tried to look away, but found she couldn’t.  He said something to the seventh year standing next to him and came towards her.  She froze.

“Do you want to dance Niema?”

Her voice didn’t work.  She just stared up at him, getting lost in his eyes.  She felt Grace’s foot attacking against her shin, but couldn’t move

His face fell.  “Well ... umm ... maybe another one then ...”  He turned and walked away.

“Wait!”  Her voice came back in full force.  Nate spun around.  “I ... I’d love to,” she breathed.

He held out his hand to her and she took it.  She didn’t know whos was warmer or clammier, hers or his.  He lead her out to the dance floor and turned to face her.    He gently placed her free hand on his shoulder, and brought his around to her lower back.  He began slow motions around the dance floor.  Neither of them spoke, just enjoyed the moment.  All too soon the song was over.  Her heart sank.  

“Oh.  It’s over.”

Nate waved at someone behind her and another slower song started.  “There’s another one,” he whispered.  She smiled and closed her eyes as he held her closer.

When the world wasn't upside down 
I could take all the time I had 
But I'm not gonna wait when a moment can vanish so fast 
Cause every kiss is a kiss you can never get back 

ADVANCE \d 4
Lift me up 
In your eyes 
If you told me that is what heaven is well you'd be right 
I've been waiting forever for this 
This is the night 

ADVANCE \d 4
When the answer to all my dreams 
Is as close as a touch away 
Why I am here holding back what I'm trying to say ...

“Ni?”  He whispered.

“Hmmm?”

“I ... I’m not perfect.”

“What?”

“I need for you to know that I’m not perfect.”

She opened her eyes and looked up at him.  “I ... I don’t understand.”

He was frowning, and looking everywhere but at her.  “Ni .... I think you have this ... idea of me, in your head.  I think ... that you think I’m more than I am.  I wanted for you to be my friend, so you could see me for myself, not some perfect guy in your head.  But this friendship thing is driving me insane...”

“But-“

He placed his finger on her lips.  “Shhh.  Let me finish, okay?”  Niema nodded.

He finally looked at her, and his eyes took her breath away.  “I’m just a regular guy, Niema.  I mean ... I mess up, just like everyone else.  I’m not perfect.  Although for you, I’ll try to be.  I ... I just need you to not have any huge expectations for me.  I couldn’t stand to disappoint you, you deserve better than that.  Frankly, I think you deserve better than me ...”

Niema couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  Did this mean....

“...and I know you think that I didn’t see you ... but I did.  I swear I did.  I just don’t want to mess up.  Not only would your cousins kill me ... but I don’t want you to be hurt.  Not by me ... not by anybody.  And ... and I know that it’s taken me way to long to do this ... and you probably don’t feel the same way anymore-“

Niema just stared at him, in complete shock.  She’s waited for so long to hear these words, and now she didn’t know what to say...

Lift me up 
In your eyes 
If you told me that is what heaven is well you'd be right 
Hold me close 
To your heart 
I would go with you to the ends of the earth and we'll fly 
I've been waiting forever for this 
This is the night ...

“Niema?  Ni, please say something...”  His eyes pleaded with hers.

“Are you insane?”  Niema cried.

His face fell.  “Wha?  What do you mean?”

“I mean, how could you ever think that I don’t feel that way about you?  For Merlin’s sake, Nathan, I’ll always feel this way.  I tried to stop, I really did, but I couldn’t.  You’re ... you’re just too ... I dunno.  You’re just you.  Amazing, and brilliant, and funny, and handsome, and sweet, and caring, and ...”

She was cut off as his lips made contact with hers.  The kiss was gentle, tentative, and over all too soon.  He brought his head up and looked at her, as if memorising her face.  She knew she had a stupid grin on her face, but she didn’t care. The only thing that could make this moment more perfect would be another kiss.

“Ni?”  He was blushing.

“Hmmm?”

“Can I do that again?”

She looked him straight in the eye and gave him a coy smile.  “Only if you make it longer this time.”

He grinned.  His hand came up and cupped her face as he leaned in.  This time, he seemed more sure.  He tasted of chocolate, her favourite.  She wrapped her arms around his neck as he brought her closer.  Both of them oblivious to the silence around them as people stared.

When Nathan finally let go of her, Niema could only grin.  His kiss was exactly as she dreamed it would be.  Gentle, yet so full of passion.  It was like experiencing a thousand different emotions at once.  Her lips felt tingly from where his lips touched them, and they yearned for more.  It was her first kiss, and it was simply amazing.  She knew now why she waited so long.  He was worth waiting for.  She wanted more.

Niema suddenly became aware of the crowd of onlookers they had attracted.  She felt her face heat up as she glanced at Nate, who’s cheeks she noticed, were the same shade as hers.

“Everybody’s staring,” she breathed.

He leaned close to her.  “Let them stare.  Those blokes are just jealous of me,” he whispered.  The feel of his breath against the side of her neck caused shivers to run up and down her spine.  She closed her eyes, praying that this wasn’t a dream, and if it was, that she’d never wake up.

He slipped both of his arms around her waist.  “Did I tell you how beautiful you look yet?”  He asked.

“Oh ... no ... you didn’t. Thank you ...” This night just kept getting better.  She became aware of the lack of sound and looked around again.  “I think the dance is over.”

“Oh ... I s’pose it is.  I didn’t even notice,” Nate shrugged.  He must have noticed her face fall, because his expression turned to one of concern.  “What’s wrong Ni?”

“Oh ... it’s nothing,” she shrugged.

“It’s obviously something,” he pointed out.

Niema peered intently at her shoes.  “I just ... I don’t want this night to end ... that’s all.”

“Well,” he murmured, “I was hoping that you and I could have more times like these ... together ... in the future.”

She looked up at him, trying to make sure that everything was real.  “You mean that?” 

“Ni ... of course I do!”

She grinned.  “I just wanted to make sure is all.”

“Well, I’m sure about how I feel.  I-I hope you are too ..”

“Oh, I definitely am!”

“Good.”  He gave her a smile that she didn’t see very often.  It was a nervous, yet playful smile, and she had noticed lately that he only gave it to her.  She considered it her ‘special’ smile.  “We’d better head up for the night then.”

Niema sighed.  “If we must ...”

“We must.  Come on ...”  He held out his hand to her and she took it.  As they walked in silence up to Gryffindor Tower, she marveled at what a night it had been.  She forgot about her dreams, and about her problems with Matt for a while.  All that mattered was right here and right now.  Nate.

He gave the password (Red Fairy Lights) to the Pink Lady and entered the common room to find it deserted.  

“I think everyone’s gone up then,” she said.

“Must’ve,” he shrugged.  They headed towards the girls’ stairway where he paused.  “I guess this is good night.”

“Yeah ... I guess it is.”

Nate leaned in and gave her a soft peck on the lips.  Then he took both of her hands in his and brought them up to his lips, kissing them lightly.  “Sweet dreams Niema,” he whispered.

“Sweet dreams Nathan.”

She took a couple of steps backwards, then turned and headed up the stairs.  As she entered her room, she closed the door and leaned against it, shutting her eyes.  A soft giggle escaped her lips as she thought about his kiss, and the feel of her hand in his.  It had been a perfect night.  There was no doubt about it, Christmas had definitely come a day early this year.

~~*~~

“Happy Christmas!”

Niema groaned and slowly opened her eyes, only to be confronted by a smirking Grace.  “Hmm ... come back later ...”

“I don’t think so!  Get up, Sleepyhead!”

Niema just turned over and snuggled further under the covers, only to have them ripped off of her.  “Hey!”  She shrieked.  She glared at Grace while grabbing the covers and throwing them over her head.  “I was having a really good dream,” she mumbled.

“I bet you were!  Could it have been about a certain Quidditch captain by any chance?”

Niema grinned under the blanket.  It had been a great dream ...

“So, are you going to give me the details or what?”  Grace asked.

Niema peeked out from under the covers and grinned at her.  “Whatever are you talking about Grace?”

“Let’s see ... maybe that eye popping kiss you experienced last night?  Or the fact that you were the last ones to the common room?”

“Oh right.  Yeah, that was nice.”

“Nice?”  Grace cried.  “Nice?  That’s all you can say?  It was nice?”

Niema shrugged.  “Well it was.”

“Come on Niema!  We’re like sisters, I need details.”

“A lady never kisses and tells, Grace,” Niema smirked at her.  It was fun getting her cousin riled up for once.  In truth, she wanted to share everything with her.

“Hmph.”  Grace scowled at her, then bent and picked up a messily wrapped package.  “Let’s see here ... it’s from lover boy!”

“What?”  Niema cried, making a lunge for the gift.

“Ta ta Niema.  I think you should spill before you get to open it.”  

Niema pleaded with her to give up the present for a few minutes before finally conceding.  “Fine.  Ask away.”

Grace sat down on the bed next to her.  “So, he kissed you ...”

“Yeah.”  Niema knew she was blushing, but for once, she didn’t really care.

“Twice?”

“Three times actually, if you count the common room.”

“The common room?”  Grace’s smile widened.  “Ooo, we’ll talk about that in a minute!”  Niema shook her head.  She knew Grace had quite the imagination.

“So, when he kissed you the first time ...”

“Yeah?”

“Did he say anything before that?”

Niema went on to tell Grace all about the conversation they had while dancing.  Her cousin just shook her head.  “Who knew that my best friend could be so sappy and romantic?  That would have turned me into a pile of mush!”

“I know!”  Niema grinned.  “It was brilliant.”

The conversation continued in the same manner, with Grace asking for every little detail.  When Niema told her about the goodnight kiss, she looked a little disappointed.  

“That’s it?”

“What do you mean that’s it?  It was wonderful”

Grace rolled her eyes.  “Niema, you were alone, in the common room ...”

“He was being a gentleman!”  She cried.

“Too much of a gentleman if you ask me,” Grace mumbled.

Niema could only grin at the memory.  “Well, I thought it was perfect.”

Grace sighed.  “I bet it was.”  She reached over and gave Niema a hug.  “I’m so happy for you cuz.”

“Thanks Grace.”

“And, if you ever need advice on ...er-things, you can come to me, okay?”

“Thanks.  I probably will.”  Niema blushed even more at the thought of what she’d have to ask Grace about in the future.

Grace patted her knee.  “Now then, I’ll leave you to get dressed and open those gifts over there.”  She nodded towards the small pile at the foot of the bed.  She turned to leave, but stopped at the door.  “Oh, and Niema?”

“What?”

“You put your pajamas on backwards last night.  You might want to fix that up a little.”  She winked as she left the room.

Niema just sighed and began unwrapping her gifts.

A few minutes, and a great deal of wrapping paper later, Niema was almost finished.  She just finished unwrapping Matt’s gift - a new Clay cd.  Hermione and Ron had given her a disc player that was charmed to work within the Hogwart’s grounds.  She put in the disc immediately.

What ya doing tonight?

I wish I could be

a fly on your wall ...
Niema grinned.  Matt really did know her well.  She missed him so much, and hoped that they would get to talk soon.  She hummed along with the music as she reached for her mum’s gift.  She read the card first.

Happy Christmas Sweetie!

Sorry that I couldn’t be at the school to see you today, but I haven’t seen Bill and Amanda in ages.  I hope you had a great time at the dance, you’ll have to tell me all about it.

I’ve sent this photo album along with your gifts.  It was your father’s.  Hagrid gave it to him after his first year at Hogwarts, because he never knew his parents.  I thought maybe you’d like to have it.  I’m sure you’ll treasure it as much as he did.

Have a wonderful day darling, and I’ll see you soon.

Hugs and kisses,

Mum

Niema put the sweaters and books her mum gave her aside and reached for the album.  She opened the first page to see picture after picture of smiling wizards and witches.  The couple in the pictures must be her grandparents.  She had her Grandma’s eyes.  Niema kept flipping till she came to some more recent photos.  They were of her mum, dad, Hermione and Ron at Hogwarts.  Most of them had pictures of the trio, laughing and waving back at her.  Later on, her mum was included in.  Niema laughed at one picture of her mum pushing her dad into the lake, and then her dad grabbing her leg and dragging her in.  There was another one of her dad sneaking up behind her mum and presenting her with flowers, lilies to be exact.  Towards the end were the wedding photos of her parents.  She ran her finger over her smiling and laughing parents and smiled.  She’d seen these before, but could never get enough of them.  She knew she would treasure this book more than anything she owned.  She carefully placed it aside to look at later, and turned to Nate’s gift.   

She grinned at the wrapping job, so obviously done by a man.  She was nervous as she pulled out the card.

Niema,

Thank you again for the dance last night.  I had this made up for you so that you would never forget, because I know I won’t.

I won’t be able to see you today.  By the time you read this I’ll be on the way to visit my dad on the road.  He got special permission from Professor Weasley for me to leave this morning.  I’ll see you when I get back.

Happy Christmas,

Nate
Niema bit her lip as she unwrapped the beautiful frame.  It was silver and gold, with the date engraved on the bottom.  Inside was a picture of her and Nate at the ball.  They were dancing slowly, then Nate leaned over and whispered something in her ear, to which she grinned.  Her eyes were sparkling with happiness, and she smiled as she remembered how she felt at that moment.  It was perfect, absolutely perfect.  This made the book she got him seem absolutely dreadful, but hopefully he’d like it.  She briefly wondered how he could have got it finished so quickly, but decided that she didn’t care, it was wonderful.  She reread the letter many times over, frowning as she realized that she wouldn’t see him today.  Hopefully he wouldn’t be gone for too long.  

She carefully placed the frame on the table beside her bed and went to join the Christmas festivities, making sure to rearrange her pajamas first.  

~~*~~

The Christmas holidays passes quicky for Niema.  Most of the Gryffindor upper years had stayed for the holidays, so there were plenty of people around for snowball fights.  Nate had come back a few days before classes started again.  The reunion had been a bit awkward at first, as the common room was full at the time.  The pair stood facing each other for a few agonizing moments before Michael’s cry of “Kiss her already!”  finally broke the tension.

Soon enough, classes began in full swing.  Unfortunately for Niema, she ran out of dreamless sleep potion.  She begged the matron to give her more, but had been refused.  Apparently, the older lady didn’t want Niema to become dependent on it.  So her dreams returned, the same one as before.  She hardly slept at all, but instead tried to stay awake by sneaking off to the library in her dad’s cloak and reading through the night.  

After one of her horrible nights, Niema was found in the Great Hall, lazily munching on her cereal.  She decided that she needed to tell someone about the dreams, and wanted to talk with Matt the first chance she got.  She felt a kiss on her cheek and turned to see Nate sit next to her.

“Morning beautiful,” he grinned at her.  She loved it when he called her that.

“Morning Nate,” she yawned.

“Why so tired?”  He asked.

She just shrugged.  “I couldn’t sleep, had a bad night.”

His face filled with concern.  “You wanna talk about it?”

She looked away from him.  He was just too sweet.  She really didn’t want him to think she was crazy.  “Nah, it’s nothing really.”

“You sure?”  He took hold of her hand and squeezed it twice.  She smiled at that.  He had told her a few days ago that it would be their secret symbol.  Whenever words weren’t available, they could give each other two squeezes to show how much they cared.  She squeezed back.

“I’m sure.  I’m fine, really.”  She brought his face up down to hers and kissed him lightly.  “Thank you for being concerned though.”

“Of course I’d be concerned.  Come here.”  He pulled her closer and kissed her again, deeper this time.  He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer to him on the bench.  She felt like she was melting.  She forgot where she was until she heard a cough behind her.  She broke apart from Nate to see Grace smirking at them.

“Ahem, if you two are finished, some of us would like to eat!”  She said.  Niema rolled her eyes as she eased out of Nate’s arms.

He leaned over and whispered in her ear.  “Hmmm, you taste like Fruit Loops.”

“Well, it is my favourite muggle cereal.”

“I like,” he grinned.

“Good,” she said as she took another bite and smiled sweetly at him.  She noticed Matt walk in and head over with Mary to eat breakfast.  “I have to go talk to Matt, I’ll be right back.”

She headed over to the Ravenclaw table completely nervous.  What if he just laughed at her?  Maybe she shouldn’t tell him anything.  No.  She bit her lip in concentration.  She had to tell someone, and he was her best friend after all.  Or at least, he was.

Mary smiled warmly at her as she approached.  “Hi Niema!” she called cheerfully.

“Hey Matt, Mary.”

“Oh, hey Ni.  What’s up?  Have a seat.”  Matt patted the bench on the other side of him.

“Umm ... not, that’s okay.  I was just wondering if we could talk for a minute.”   

“Right now?”

“Er- yes.”  She gave him a look that said it was really important.  He should know that look.

“Well, Mary and I were just going for a walk since we have a free period.”

“Oh.”

“So how about later then?”  He asked.  She was starting to get a little upset.  He could go for a walk anytime.

“Fine.  That’s so typical,” she spat as she stalked off.  She heard him calling after her, but she didn’t turn back.  Nate stopped her at the door.  “I need to be alone, okay?” she asked.

“Er- sure.  I’ve gotta head to class anyway.”

“Okay, bye then,” she called as she threw the doors open.  She stormed out the front door, down the castle steps.  She was heading for her garden when her arm was suddenly yanked backwards.  “Hey!”  She cried.

“What was that supposed to mean?”  Matt snapped.

Niema rolled her eyes.  “Oh please.  As if you don’t know.”  She turned and began walking away.  She didn’t feel like a fight this early in the morning.

“Well maybe I don’t!”  He jogged and caught up with her, grabbing her by the wrist.  “Care to explain it to me?”

She yanked her wrist free.  “No!  Figure it out!”

“What kind of answer is that?”

“Just forget it!”  She spat.

“No.  Answer me!”  She didn’t.  “Answer me, Niema!”

“Fine!”  She snarled.  “You want to know what’s so typical?  You ... ignoring me.  Ever since you’ve started seeing Mary, you’ve completely forgot about me!  It’s like I don’t exist anymore!  I had something really important to tell you and you blew me off!  I’m supposed to be your best friend!”

“I haven’t been-“

“Oh yes you have!  Everything is Mary this and Mary that!”    

“Excuse me??”  He cried.  “She’s my girlfriend!  You’re the one who told me to date her in the first place!    What do you expect?”

“I expect you to spend just a little time with me once in a while!”

“I can’t believe you’re gonna pull out the jealousy act!”

He did not just say that.  “WHAT DID YOU SAY?”  She had to fight back the tears that were stinging her eyelids.  She would not cry in front of him.

“Why can’t you just be happy for me?  Huh?  I was happy for you and Nate!!”

“That’s different!”  She cried.  “I’m not ignoring you!”

He rolled his eyes.  “Whatever.  This is ridiculous, I’m leaving.”

“FINE!”

Matt turned and stalked off.  “Let me know when you’re through being petty and jealous!”  He called over his shoulder.

“Don’t worry, I won’t!”  She yelled after him.  Niema turned and ran, as fast as she could, to her garden.  Once she was there, she collapsed onto the ground.  Curling up into a ball, she finally let the tears fall as she wept for her friendship with Matt.    

~~*~~

For the next few weeks she felt dreadful.  Niema couldn’t remember a time when she had ever felt so miserable, or angry.  Her argument with Matt had only escalated.  He barely even looked at her, and when he did, his expression was not pleasant.  Niema, for her part, returned everything he gave.  She did not back down.  She was so furious with him for the things he had said, but at the same time she missed him so much it hurt.  She could admit to herself that she [I]was[/I] a little jealous of his relationship with Mary, but with good reason.  He could have at least paid a little attention to her, instead of forgetting she even existed.  And so they remained on bad terms, neither one of them willing to begin a reconciliation. 

To make matters worse, her dreams had not abated.  Most of her nights were spent in the library reading, or in the common room in front of the fire.  As much as she tried to forego it, she knew she needed at least a little sleep.  But what sleep she got was plagued by images of her father, the tortured look in his eyes, and his screams.

Needless to say, Niema was exhausted, and people, especially Nate, were starting to notice.  Every time he broached the subject, she changed it, or insisted that she was fine.  She knew that he was worried about her.  She feared that she was pushing him away, but explaining her dreams to him was not something she wanted to do.  So instead, she pretended that everything was fine, except for her situation with Matt.

Niema found comfort in two things, Nate and Quidditch.  Many nights the pair could be found out on the pitch, flying until it was too dark to see.  One chilly evening, Nate cast a heating charm and they lay together on the grass, watching the stars.  They didn’t talk much, words weren’t needed.  Each of them was content to just be with the other, and get lost in their own thoughts.  Niema had no doubt in her mind that she was falling in love with Nate.  Not the childhood love that usually accompanies a crush, but the real thing.  Every day she felt more and more comfortable around him, less nervous.  She never knew that she could feel the way she did.  She loved Grace, Michael, and even Matt dearly, but this was different.  This was more than familial love.  Nate had awakened a part of her that was dormant for 16 years, waiting to surface.  It was indescribable.  She got butterflies every time they kissed, and her whole body tingled when he touched her.  When he looked at her, with his bright blue eyes, she felt weak in the knees.  She wanted to be with him forever.  She wanted to marry him, have his children, and then grow old with him.  She could think of nothing better.

Niema would be lying to herself if she said that these feelings didn’t scare her.  They terrified her.  She was still so young, and so many things could happen.  There were so many uncertainties in life, her mother could attest to that.  Life could be so cruel to the kindest people.  She didn’t know what the future held for her, or Nate, but she prayed every day that they would be together.

Her thoughts were interrupted as Nate rolled over and leaned up on his elbow.  “What are you thinking about?”  He whispered.

“Oh, nothing much,” she replied.  “Things ...”

He began tracing light circles on her stomach.  “Good things?”

She bit her lip, trying to control the shivers that were running up and down her spine.  “Hmm ... very good things.”

“About me?” He asked.

“Maybe ...”  She smiled coyly at him.

“Well ... I was thinking about you,” he whispered in her ear, sending more chills through her.

“Good things, I hope.”

“Oh ... very good things ...”

She raised an eyebrow and smiled.  “Such as ...” 

He leaned in and kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her chin, her ears, and finally her nose.  “How amazing you are,” he whispered,  “and how lucky I am.”

Niema tried to calm the pure joy that was soaring through her at that moment.  It was amazing how he could make her feel so happy when other things were going so badly.  “I’m the lucky one.  I thought that this would never happen to me.”

His face fell.  “Oh Ni, I-I’m sorry that it took me so long.  I mean-“

She put her finger to her lips to silence him.  “Shhh.  Forget about that.  All that matters is that we’re together now.”

He kissed her finger, then rolled onto his back, pulling her next to him.  The wind picked up and Niema shivered.  The charm must be fading.

“You cold?”  He asked.

“Maybe, a little,” she admitted.

“Want to go inside then?”

“No.”  She shivered again.  “I love being out here with you.”

He kissed her forehead.  “I love it too, but I don’t want you to get sick.  You’ve been so tired lately.”

“I know,” she yawned.  “Maybe we should go in then.”

Nate got to his feet, then helped her up.  “I’m sure we can nab a nice spot by the fire.”  He intertwined his fingers in hers and they made their way to Gryffindor Tower.  It was nearly deserted when they arrived, the hour being quite late.  He led her to an empty sofa, where she lay down, her head in his lap.  They talked for a while, about nothing in particular, as he gently stroked her hair.  Finally, the urge to rest overcame her and she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

~~*~~

“Niema, can I talk to you for a minute?”  

Niema was just leaving Transfiguration and turned to see Hermione smiling at her.  “Oh, sure Aunt Hermione!”  She grinned.

“What class do you have next?”

“History of Magic.”

“Why don’t I walk with you there?” Hermione suggested.  “I don’t want you to be late.”

“Okay,” Niema replied.  The two began making their way up the stairs when Hermione spoke.

“Is everything okay, Niema?”

Niema shrugged.  “Sure.  Why do you ask?”

“Well, you seem to be a bit, well, tired lately.”

“Oh.”  Niema looked away from her Aunt’s questioning gaze.  “I guess I haven’t been sleeping well, nothing big.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“Er- no.  I’m fine.”

Hermione smiled a little.  “That’s a line I used to hear all the time.  I never believed it back then either.”

“Oh, well it’s true.  I’ll be fine, just need to get to bed earlier I guess.”

Hermione gave her a look that said she didn’t quite believe her, but didn’t press the matter.  Niema was relieved.

“I know that this is none of my business Niema, but I’ve also noticed that you and Matt aren’t sitting together anymore.  Did something happen?”

“Oh.  Yeah, that’s a long story ...”

“You had a row then?”  Hermione guessed.

“You could say that.”

“I’m sure you two can work it out.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Niema mumbled.

Hermione seemed to smile at that, then sighed.  “You see Niema, Matt has his father’s temper and stubbornness.  They’re both really terrible at admitting when they’re wrong, even if they know they are.  They’d rather hold a grudge than apologize.”

“Uncle Ron is like that?”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” laughed Hermione.  “You wouldn’t believe the rows we used to have when we were kids.  We didn’t speak for months after he decided that he didn’t like my cat.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes.  And he and your dad didn’t talk for just as long the next year over some other trivial thing.” 

“Oh.”  Niema paused, then suddenly spoke again.  “But, he said some really awful things.”

They stopped outside the classroom door, and Hermione placed a hand on Niema’s arm.  “You and Matt are two of a kind, you need each other.  We always thought you should have been twins when you were growing up.”  She smiled.  “My point is, the Weasley men are rarely the first to apologize, regardless of whose fault it is.  Sometimes we just need to make the first move.  That’s all it takes.”

“Thanks Aunt Hermione.”

“You’re welcome dear.”  She gave Niema’s arm a gentle squeeze.  “Just remember, I’m here if you ever need to talk.”

Niema smiled and nodded as her Aunt turned and left.  She did have a really good point.  She and Matt were kindred spirits, and she needed him now more than ever.  But why risk apologizing if things may not change?  Niema sighed as she took her seat away from Matt.  She had a lot of thinking to do.     

~~*~~

“Are you sure you’re up to practicing?”  Grace asked her as they headed for the pitch.

“Sure.”  Niema shrugged.  “Why do you ask?”

“Well, you’re tired.”

“I’m fine.”  She stated.

“Niema, don’t lie.  No offence or anything, but you look like crap.”

Niema rolled her eyes.  “Thanks so much Grace.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know.  But I’m fine.”

“I’m sure you could get out of practice.  You seem pretty close with the captain.”  Grace waggled her eyebrows at her.

Niema laughed at her cousin’s expression.  “Oh please.  He’d never let me get out of practice, unless maybe I had no arms to catch the snitch with.  Even then he’d probably tell me to pull a Harry Potter and catch it in my mouth.”

“Good point there.”  Grace laughed.

They made their way over to the center of the pitch where the other members of the team were listening to Nate.  

“Okay, so this is what we’re going to practice today.  You beaters, I want you to ...”

Niema zoned out his speech, as usual.  All he ever told her was to practice seeking.  Her mind drifted to other things, namely Matt, Nate, and her dad.  She shook her head at this last thought and focused in on Nate, who was just finishing his lecture.

“Okay team, let’s get to it,” he finished.      

Niema mounted her broom without another thought and took off.  Flying always made her feel better, allowed her to take her mind off things.  Not this time.  As she soared around the pitch, all she could think about was Matt, her dad, and how utterly exhausted she was.  She didn’t think she could keep her eyes open much longer.  She had to do something.  She felt like she was in a daze, half awake, half asleep.

“NIEMA!  WATCH OUT!!”
~~*~~

She was back in the room.  He was there, hunched in the corner.  One look told her that he was in pain, too much pain.  She wanted to reach out to him, help him.  The frustration of being a simple bystander was killing her.

She studied him.  His hair was even longer than last time, almost reaching his shoulders now.  His beard had also grown, making him appear so much older.  Just looking at him broke her heart.

He was awake.  His head lifted, scanning the room.  She stared into his eyes, those brilliant green eyes, as they roamed.  She could have sworn she saw a flicker of something as his gaze past over her.  Before she could analyze the look, it was gone, and his eyes continued to move.

The door creaked open, and the woman entered.  Niema heard him take a deep breath, as if readying himself for the torture to come.  He shrank back against the wall.  The woman smiled sweetly at him before conjuring up a chair and sitting down in front of him.  She sat in silence for several moments, smiling to herself, as if reliving a private joke.  Finally, she spoke.

“Having a good day Mr. Potter?”

He lifted his head and glared at her, his green eyes full of hate.

“Are you ready to talk yet?”

Nothing.

“I learned something interesting today Mr. Potter.”

Still nothing.

“You have a daughter, yes?”

His eyes widened, the fear in them was evident.  “Nia,” he whispered.

“Ah yes, little Niema Potter.  I hear she looks a bit like you, although I haven’t yet seen for myself.”

“Nia ...”

“As I understand it, your precious daughter has a special day coming up soon, a birthday.”

His breathing was quickening, his eyes filling with tears.

“And she’ll be how old?  Someone told me five.  Is that right Mr. Potter?”

“Leave her alone,” he growled, making a lunge for the chair.

“Ah ah ah Mr. Potter, don’t make me restrain you, ” she smirked as she threw him back with her wand.  “Now, back to little Niema.  We wouldn’t want anything to happen to her, would we?”

He shook his head, the tears now falling freely down his face.

“Well, she could remain safe ...”

He looked up at her.

“... if you were to talk.”

Niema saw the pain fill his eyes.

“It’s really quite simple, Mr. Potter.  Your daughter’s safety in return for your little secret.”

“Nia ...” 
“Well, what will it be then?”

He looked away.  Niema could see the turmoil written all over his face.  The inner battle he struggled with was evident.  How could he be asked to chose?

“Well?”

“I-I can’t!”  He choked, breaking into racking sobs.

“Your daughter’s not worth it?”
“Nia,” he whispered.  “Please forgive me.”

“Very well then Mr. Potter.  It’s time I paid a visit to your wife and daughter.  I’ll be back very soon to give you the details.”  She stood up and swiftly exited the room.

As soon as the door slammed shut behind her, he collapsed on the floor, sobbing and whispering her name.  The pain in his eyes was more than she’d ever seen before, more than she could bear.  Her heart ached just to look at him.  She wanted to go to him, tell him that she was all right, tell him not to worry.  

There was no curse this time.  She didn’t need to physically hurt him, she had just broken his heart, his soul.
“Nia ...”
~~*~~

“I’m okay.  Daddy, I’m okay ...”  

“NIEMA!”

Her eyes flew open to see Nate in front of her.  She was trembling all over, and could feel the tears falling down her cheeks.  “I’m okay ..”  She whispered to the air.

He took her in his arms and held her while she cried.  She clutched at his shirt, unable to control her the racking sobs that escaped her.

“Shhhh.  It’s okay Niema.  Forget about it.  Everything is fine.”

She pushed away from him angrily.  “NO!  EVERYTHING IS NOT FINE!”  She screamed.  

“Ni ... wha-“

“Just forget it!  You don’t understand!” 

“Please Niema, help me understand,” he pleaded.

She buried her face in his shoulder, she couldn’t look him in the eye right now.  “I-I can’t!”  She wailed.

“I-I don’t know what to do!  Tell me what to do Ni.  What do you need?”

She just kept crying, reliving the anguish in her fathers eyes when he was told she would be hurt.  “I’m okay ...”  She sobbed.

Nate continued to hold her while she cried.  Finally, he pulled back from her.  “I have to go somewhere,” he whispered.

“You- you’re leaving?”  She whimpered.  She really didn’t want to be alone right now, not with these fresh images in her head.  

She looked around for the first time, just realizing where she was.  “Nate, why am I in the hospital wing?”

He brushed her hair back and placed a kiss on her forehead.  “You had a little accident with a bludger.  We’ll talk about that later.  I’ll be right back, I promise.”  He eased himself off the bed and slipped out of the room.  Niema squeezed her eyes shut, trying to bring forth a happy image of her dad, the one from the pictures.  It didn’t work.  All she saw was his face in that room, and the fear in his eyes.

She heard the door creek open and turned to see who it was.  

She looked and forth between Nate and Matt, not quite understanding why her cousin was there.

“Matt?”  She whispered, a new wave of tears falling down her already damp face.

His eyes were wide open as he surveyed her.  She must look just terrible.  She felt terrible.  He rushed over to her, enveloping her in a hug.  “Oh Ni!”  He whispered.

“Wha-what are you doing here?”  She cried into his shoulder as she clung to him.

“Nate told me that you-“

She glanced over at Nate, who was slipping out the door.

“Oh Ni!  I’m so sorry!  I’ve been such a stupid git!”

“It’s okay-“

He held her at arms length.  “No, it’s not okay!  I knew something was wrong with you, I could tell.  And I should have ... I mean ... I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s okay-“

“No, I should have been here for you.  You’re not sleeping and hardly eating, and I noticed.  And ... and I didn’t do anything.  Ni, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean what I said ... I really didn’t.”

“Matt, it’s okay.  I know you didn’t.  I don’t care about what happened.  I’m just glad you’re here now,” she sniffed,  “I need you so much.”

“Come here,” he whispered as he climbed onto the bed beside her and drew her into his arms.

“Oh, Matt,” she sobbed, “it’s so awful.”

“What’s so awful Ni?”  He asked quietly.

“The dreams.”

“What dreams?”

“You’ll think I’m crazy,” she sniffed

“Ni,” he whispered, “I love you, I won’t think you’re crazy.  Obviously this is important, and you need to tell someone.  You can’t keep hurting yourself by keeping it a secret.  If you’d rather I got someone else-“

“No!”

“Okay then, please tell me what’s going on.”

Niema nodded.  She was tired of holding it in.  She took a deep breath before recounting to Matt each of her dreams.  He kept his face impassive the whole time, and didn’t speak until she was finished.

She had begun crying again as she let everything out.  It hurt to say it out loud, hurt to remember all of it.  She snuggled closer to Matt when she finished, afraid of what he would say.  He just held her tighter.

“Oh, Ni.  I’m so sorry,” he whispered.  “It must be awful.”

She nodded her head in agreement.

“Maybe you should tell an adult,” he suggested.

“No!”  She cried.

“Okay, okay.  Well, will you at least tell Nate?  He’s worried sick about you.”

“He is?”  She whispered.

“Of course he is.  You should have seen him when he came and got me, was in a right state.  He loves you.”

“He does?”

“Yeah, he does.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s obvious by the way he looks at you, the way he acts with you.  Grace said that when that bludger hit you he freaked out.  Caught you himself, you were already passed out.  Carried you all the way up here, and stayed here the whole time.”

“Oh.  Can ... can you tell him, about the dreams?”

“I think that maybe you should do it.  I can be there to help you, if you need me.”

“But it’s so hard, to think about.”

“I know.  I don’t understand them.  It’s just so ... weird really.”

“Yeah, it is.  Matt, it just hurts so much to see.  I wish I didn’t have them.”  She whimpered.

“I know, Ni.  We’ll figure something out, I promise.”  He whispered

“Thanks Matt.”

“I’m just sorry that I wasn’t here for you sooner.  What kind of best friend am I anyway?”

“The kind that’s thick, and stubborn, and pigheaded, and in love.”

He chuckled.  “Yeah, I’m all of those things.”

“I missed you Matt.”

He hugged her tighter.  She felt so safe with him.  “I missed you too Ni.  I’m so sorry.”

“I know.”

The two of them stayed like that for a few hours, talking about things they had each missed.  He grinned when she told him about the ball and the kiss, and said he needed to take notes.  He kept referring to Nate as ‘Rico Sauve’, which had Niema doubled over in giggles.  He made sure that she ate too, even if it was only cereal.  She felt like a great weight had been lifted off her chest.  Not only did she have her best friend back, but she finally told someone her secret.   

“Matt?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think ... I mean, can we spent some time together, just us, every once in a while?”  

“Of course, we definitely should.”

“And, maybe Mary could come sometimes too.  I really don’t know her very well, yet.”

“You mean that?”  He asked.

“Of course.”

He grinned at her.  “That would be great.  She wants to get to know you so badly, kept telling me I was being a stupid git.”

“I like her already,” Niema laughed.

“Yeah, she’s so great.”  He paused for a minute before adding, “so, I’m allowed to call you Ni now, without you freaking out?”

“Oh, yeah I guess. I’ve decided that I kind of like the sound of it.”

He rolled his eyes at her.  “I’ve been trying to use that name for 16 years, and it only takes Rico a month?”

“I guess so,” she grinned at him.

He shook his head, then looked towards the door.  “I’ll be right back.” 

“Where are you going?”

“I think someone needs to be rescued from the hallway.”

“Wha?”

She followed Matt over to the door, wincing at the pain in her shoulder.  As he opened it, she smiled.  There, sagged against the wall sleeping, was Nate.  He looked simply adorable, Niema wanted to cry at the sight of him.

“Nate,” she whispered.  He didn’t wake.  She crouched down next to him and gently kissed his lips.  She backed away, but he brought her closer, still asleep, for another.  She pulled away from him, giggling.  She could hear Matt snorting in the background.  “Nate,” she said a little louder, “wake up.”

His eyes flew open.  He took one look at his surroundings and blushed.  “Oh ... I was just waiting ... uhh ... for you to finish.”

“You can come back inside now,” Niema smiled.  She took his hand as he leapt to his feet.

He put his finger to his lips.  “Hmmm ... fruit loops,” he muttered.  Niema giggled while Matt laughed.

Once she settled herself on the bed, she noticed Nate was looking at her, a cautious expression on his face.

“Matt, would you go run and get my other robes, so I can change out of this uniform?”  She asked.

“Yeah, sure thing.”  He sent her a look, letting her know that now was the time to tell Nate everything, then headed out the door.

There were a few minutes of awkward silence before Niema spoke.  “I won’t bite,” she whispered, trying to ease the tension filling the room.  He laughed nervously, then sat in the chair next to her bed.

“Nate-“

“Ni-“

She smiled at him.  “You go first,” she whispered.

He took a big gulp of air, then looked directly into her eyes.  His expression was one of ... hurt?

“I’ve been thinking a lot lately, especially out in the hallway,” he began, “and I think I know what’s going on.”

“You do?”  She asked.  Niema was a little relieved that she wouldn’t have to explain everything to him.

“Yeah, and I-I understand.  Well, I don’t really understand, but I guess I will.  I just ... I wish you would have just told me about him Niema.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Yeah, me too.”  He shook his head.  “I should have seen it sooner, all the signs were there.”

“They were?”

“Yeah.  I mean, you were always sneaking out at night.”

She looked at him.  “You noticed that?“

“Of course I noticed.  You’re my girlfriend.”

“Oh.  Well, I meant to-“

“And,” he continued, “you would always change the subject when I tried to ask about it.”

“I know, I-“

He put his hand up to stop her.  “No, don’t.”  The sadness in his face was replaced by anger.  He stood up and began pacing next to her bed.   “Just tell me one thing.”

“Okay.”

“Who is he?”

Niema blinked.  Nate already knew who he was.  “Umm ... my dad,” she replied.

He stopped pacing.  “I’m being serious Niema.”

“So am I.”

“What?”

She was getting confused.  “The dreams,” she said slowly, “are about my dad.  I though you knew that.”

“What dreams?”

“The ones we’re talking about?”

“The one’s we-“ he frowned.  “I was talking about the other guy you fancy!”

“What?”  She cried.  “What other guy?”

He looked away from her.  “The one you’re always sneaking out to see.”

“Sneaking out to-“ her eyes widened as the realization hit her.  She laughed.

“It’s not funny,” he growled.

She kept laughing.  ‘Oh Nate!  I’m not seeing anyone else!”

“What?  But I thought-“

“You thought wrong.  We’re talking about two totally different things here.”

“So you’re not-“

“No, I’m not.”

He grinned.  “Thank Merlin!”  He flew over to the bed and hugged her fiercely.

She grinned as she hugged him back.  “I’m sorry Nate.”

He let go of her.  “No, I’m sorry.  I can’t believe I ever thought that.”

“Well, I guess it did look a little suspicious.”

“Yeah.”  He smiled.  “And here I was preparing to hex some bloke to pieces.”

“You were that upset?”

His expression turned serious again.  “Of course I was.  Ni, I want to be with you forever.  I-I love you.  And the thought of you with someone else ... just ...”  He shuddered.

She leapt at him, causing them both to topple over.  “Don’t you,” she kissed his forehead,  “ever,” his cheeks, “think,” his nose, “that.”  She then placed a kiss on his lips.  “I love you too.”  She whispered.

He grinned up at her, then lifted a hand to tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear.  She brought her head down and kissed him with all the emotion she could, telling him just how she felt.  He returned everything wholeheartedly.  

Nate suddenly pulled away from her.  “Wait a minute!”

“Hmmm?”  She mumbled, snuggling closer to him.

“What dreams?  What about your dad?”

She sat up.  “Oh, right.”  She bit her lip.  “I guess we need to talk about that.”

“Yeah, we do ... if you want to that is.”

“I do, it’s just hard ...”

Just then Matt sauntered into the room, and Niema was relieved.  She wanted him to be here, for support.  

“Perfect timing.”  She said as she gestured for him to come sit on the other side of her.  She took hold of one of Matt’s hands, and one of Nate’s.  He gave her two squeezes and she smiled. She glanced over at Matt, who nodded at her, and began.  As everything spilled out of her, Nate’s expression became worried.  By the time she was finished, he was gripping her hand so hard it hurt.  The three of them sat in silence for a few minutes.  Niema wanted to give Nate some time to digest everything she had just told him.  She herself felt so much better.  Telling Nate hadn’t been as hard as she thought.  Now that she was certain of his feelings, she didn’t want to hide anything from him.  He finally let go of her hand, and reached to wipe away the few stray tears that had fallen as she talked.

“I’m so sorry Ni,” he whispered.

“I know.”

“I’m glad you told me.”

“Me too.”

“You should have told me sooner.”

“I know.”

“Are you gonna be okay?  Do you need anything?”

“I think I’ll be fine.  I’m just glad to have finally told somebody.  I wish I would have done it sooner.”

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you too.”

“And I love you three,” sniffed Matt.  Niema laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.  “You’re such a loon.”

He rubbed his knuckles on his shirt.  “It’s all part of my charm.”

Niema rolled her eyes.  “Whatever you say.”  She grabbed her clothes off the chair Matt had placed them on.  “I think it’s time to break outta this joint.  I’m gonna change, you two wait outside.”

“I can just wait here, in case you need any help, with that sore shoulder and all,” offered Nate, his eyes twinkling.

“Ummm ... why don’t you just wait out here with me mate?”  Laughed Matt as he led Nate out of the room.

“Fine,” Nate pouted.

When they left, Niema fell back on the bed grinning.  The shoulder injury aside, today had been a great day.  Nate loved her.  Matt was her best friend again.  Now all they needed to do was get rid of the dreams.

~~*~~

“It’s almost Valentine’s Day.”

“We know that Matthew,” sighed Grace.

Niema looked up from her potions assignment and suppressed a smile.  That was the fourth time Matt had mentioned it in the last hour.  She, Nate, Matt, Michael, Grace and Kandi had all spent the afternoon crowded around a table in the Gryffindor commom room, working on assignments.  Matthew seemed to be having trouble coming up with a gift idea.

“Yes, but do you know what happens three days after Valentine’s Day?”

“What?”  Michael asked, a smirk playing on his lips.

“Her birthday!”  Matt practically cried.

“Hmm ... whose birthday?”  Asked Michael. 

“Don’t be such a git,”  Kandi laughed as she nudged him in the ribs, “help your brother out.”

“Yeah, please help me, I’m desperate,” pleaded Matt.

“Fine.  Let’s start with Valentine’s Day,” sighed Michael, “what are your ideas?”

“Well, I don’t have any,” admitted the younger Gryffindor.  He looked over at Nate, who had his arm draped comfortably over the back of Niema’s chair.  “What are you doing Nate?”

Niema saw Nate glance her way then back to Matt.  “Do you really think I’m gonna tell you right now?”

“Oh.  I s’pose not,” Matt blushed.

“I know,” said Grace suddenly.  “Let’s throw her a party, for her birthday.”

“A party?”

Niema felt Nate’s arm slide onto her shoulder as he leaned over and whispered in her ear.  “He really needs to work on his skills, doesn’t he?”

“Maybe you should give him some lessons,” Niema smiled up at him.  He grinned and squeezed her shoulder twice before turning back to the conversation.  

“Yes Matthew, a party.”  Grace rolled her eyes at her brother.  “We can use the Room of Requirement, since we’re in different Houses.  I’m sure that mum would let us.”

“Brilliant,” grinned Matt.

Homework was forgotten for the rest of the afternoon as the party was planned.  Nate and Michael were to take care of the food, and Grace, Kandi and Niema the decorations.  They gave Matt the task of keeping Mary occupied.  He seemed pleased with his assignment.  

The group all headed down to supper when the time came.  To Niema’s surprise, Michael and Nate both stood up after they finished and announced that they had ‘guy’ things to do.  After kissing Niema’s cheek, Nate help Michael to grab Matt’s arm and haul from the table.  She laughed at Matt’s alarmed expression and wished him luck.  She was incredibly curious as to what they were doing, but decided that maybe it was better not knowing.

So Niema, Grace, and Kandi found Mary and proceeded to have a ‘girls’ night in the Room of Requirement.  The two younger girls had a great time listening to the stories told by Grace and Kandi.   Niema really liked Mary, she had spunk.  Her jealous feelings lessened more and more as she got to know the Ravenclaw, and realize how great she was for Matt.  Niema was glad that her best friend had found someone like Mary, he deserved it.     

~~*~~

The week leading up to Valentine’s Day seemed to stretch on for ages.  Niema continued to have the same dream as in the hospital wing.  Each time she did, she’d go down to the common room and curl up by the fire with a book, finally falling back asleep after a few chapters.  Usually, either Matt, Nate, or Michael would find her there and carry her back to her room.  Niema had confided her story with her twin cousins, who were more than supportive.  She had decided to also tell Mary, as she hated skirting around the truth whenever the Ravenclaw was around, which was often.

Niema was surprised at how quickly her friendship with Mary had grown.  It was strange to her that they had been in classes together all this time, but had never talked.  The time she spent with Nate, her cousins, Mary, Kandi, and Sean was wonderful.  It allowed her to forget her worries for a while and just be herself.  She couldn’t ask for better friends.  

Niema tried to catch up on her sleep whenever she had the chance.  She took naps whenever she could, hoping that she wasn’t asleep long enough to dream.  She was still exhausted though, and could feel herself wearing down.  She knew that they needed to find a solution, and fast, before her body gave out.

And so the week dragged on.  The only thing that kept her moving forward was Friday.   Valentine’s Day.  She’d never had a boyfriend on February 14th, so this was a new experience for her.  In the past, she’d always felt lonely that day.  She could freely admit that she was jealous of all the happy people around her, and she tried her best to ignore all the hearts and flowers, which was difficult.  But this year was different.

Now Niema knew how it felt to be truly, deeply in love.  She knew how it felt to care about someone so deeply that just seeing him smile could light up her whole day.  Whenever her dreams made her feel lost or afraid, Nathan was her rock.  All he needed to do was hold her in his arms and she felt safe, protected.  He didn’t have to say anything, he was just there.  

Niema found herself getting swept up in the fervor of the upcoming day.  Thinking about Nate and Valentine’s Day always brought a smile to her face.  She knew that he was planning something, there was no other valid explanation for all the ‘guy’ time.  She didn’t bother trying to get it out of him, but decided to wait, and be surprised.  She acted like it didn’t matter, but inside, she was filled to the brim with anticipation.   

And so Friday finally came.  

Niema sat at the Gryffindor table at breakfast, massaging her temples.  Her headache was so intense she felt dizzy.  Last night had not been a good one, she managed only a few hours of peaceful sleep.

She hadn’t seen Nate yet this morning.  Matt and Michael weren’t at the table either, so she was left with Grace and Kandi.  She idly pushed her food around her plate as she fought to stay awake.

“You have to eat,” said Grace softly.

“I’m not hungry this morning,” she shrugged, “I’ll eat at lunch.”

Before Grace could protest, the sound of flapping wings filled the hall.  Niema glanced up to see hundreds of owls descending on the student body.  There seemed to be more than the usual amount, and Niema surmised that there were quite a few Valentines among the letters.

She smiled as a barn owl dropped a letter and a flower on her plate.  She opened the parchment and read.

Your presence is requested in the Transfiguration classroom at 7:30 pm this evening.
Niema picked up the tulip, her favourite flower.  She glanced over at Grace and Kandi, who had each had their own note.

“Seven-thirty in the Transfiguration classroom,” mumbled Grace as she brought her rose up to her nose to smell.

“You too?”  Asked Kandi, fingering her lily.  “Mine says to be there at seven-thirty.”

“So does mine,” added Niema.   

“Hmm ... how interesting,” murmured Grace.

“Indeed,” nodded Kandi.

~~*~~

Niema didn’t see Nate all day.  She asked Matt countless times throughout the day what their plan was, but he refused to divulged any information.  Niema had discovered that Mary received a similar note that morning, so obviously this was what all the ‘guy’ time had been about.  

She trudged from class to class, not paying attention in any of them.  By dinner, her headache had cleared a little, but still throbbed.  She wasn’t sure that she would last until 7:30.  

But she did.  At 7:28, she arrived at the classroom with Grace and Kandi to find Mary waiting there.  The four of them entered the room to find it almost empty.  On the desk at the front lay an envelope.  As the girls approached Niema saw that it had their names written on it.  They each speculated on what was going on, until Grace finally opened the note.

Ladies,

We have a little game for you to play.  Call it a quiz of sorts, just to get you warmed up and have some fun.  Trust us, it’s really easy.  Here is your first clue:

“Wings”

See, we told you it was easy!  Good luck!

Your charming boyfriends.

“What loons!”  Laughed Kandi.  The three others readily agreed with her.

“So,” said Mary, “I guess we go where there are wings then.”

“The owlery?”  Suggested Grace.  Niema shrugged and followed her cousin up to the owlery.  Arriving there, they found another envelope.

Darlings,

Excellent work!  See, we said we were going easy on you.  Now, on for the next clue:
“Hungry anyone?”
Off you go ....
“The kitchen?”  Asked Mary

“I guess so,” shrugged Niema as the girls headed out.

In the kitchen, they found the next note.

Lovely Ladies,
Aren’t we the greatest guys ever??

“The site of Mary’s first kiss.”

Note: It was their idea - M (the younger, good looking one)

Note: You wish - M (the older, better looking one)

Niema turned to Mary, who was blushing to her roots.  “I can’t believe he put that in there,” she muttered.

“So,” smirked Grace, “where is it then?”

“Oh, the Entrance Hall.”
And so they headed to their next destination, and found another note.

Beauties,

Isn’t this fun?  Next Clue:

“Undefeated”

Note: Not for long - S

Note: In your dreams - M, M, N

Note: We’ll see at the next match - S

Note: We sure will - M, M, N

“Well,” said Kandi, “they’re obviously talking about our cup winning Quidditch team.”

“Obviously,” nodded Grace.

Mary frowned.  “I think Sean has a good point there.”  The three Gryffindors turned to glare at her.  “Okay, okay,” she raised her hands in the air, “I’m outnumbered, I get it.”

“Well good.  The Quidditch pitch then?”  Suggested Kandi.
The next clue was found in the Gryffindor change room.

Princesses,

You know you love us.  Next clue:

“Where Kandi and Michael went after his stunning performance at the Christmas Ball”

Note: Ah yes ... good times - M (the older, wiser one)

Note: The ‘stunning’ part was all his idea - N, M, S
Note: You know it’s true - M 

“So,” giggled Niema, “where was it then?”
“And please,” said Grace as she lifted her hand in the air, “I don’t need the details of my dear twin.”

“Well, we went out to the garden,” laughed Kandi.

There was no note in the garden.  

“Kandi, are you sure it was here?”  Asked Niema

“I think I’d remember that!”

“Did you go anywhere else?”

Kandi’s face instantly turned pink.  “Oh,” she grinned, “well, we went to the Muggle Studies classroom after that.”

Grace just rolled her eyes as the four of them started down the corridor.  The next note was found in the empty classroom.

Goddesses,

Smooches!  Next clue:

“Where Grace and Sean were caught by Professor Ernst last week”

Note : We’re going to have a little chat about this later - M, M, N

Note: They made me tell! - S 
“I’m gonna kill him,” mumbled Grace, her face flaming, “let’s go.”  She started off.

“Where?”  Asked Mary.

“The broom cupboard on the third floor,” she called over her shoulder.

The next note read was found exactly where Grace led them.

 Angels,

Almost there.  Next clue:

“Where Niema ‘fell’ for Nate”

Note: Not embarrassing at all!  See, I’m such a great guy - N

Note: He wouldn’t give us anything better - M, M, S

Note: Cause I’m smart! - N

Note: Right .... - M, M, S

Note: Please don’t be mad about the last one! - S 

“What are they talking about?”  Asked Mary.

Niema thought for a minute, then it dawned on her.  “Where I ‘fell’ for him,” she laughed.  “I assume they’re talking about when he broke my wrist.”
“Oh right,” grinned Kandi, “the day of the Hogsmeade trip.  That was too cute!”

Niema smiled at the memory.  “Back to the Great Hall then.”

Once they arrived back at the Great Hall, they found another note with four envelopes.  Grace picked up the note and read it.

Sweethearts,

You love us ... we know it.  We hope you liked our game.  And yes, you’re practically finished.  Don’t look so happy about it!

Each of you has an individual note ... so enjoy!

Your handsome, brilliant, fabulous boyfriends,

M, M, N, S
Niema picked up her note, as did the others.

Miss Potter,

The Room of Requirement.

N
“The Muggle Studies classroom,” murmured Kandi.

“The Quidditch change room,” said Grace.

“I’m the Astronomy Tower,” added Mary.

“Room of Requirement,” whispered Niema.  

“Well, I don’t know about you girls, but I wanna see what my surprise is!”  Called Grace as she headed out the doors.

Niema followed Grace out and headed for the seventh floor.

~~*~~

Niema stood in front of the door to the Room of Requirement. The ache in her temple was a dull throb now.  After taking a few calming breaths, she slowly tuned the nob.  A small gasp escaped her lips as she stepped into the room.

The entire room was lit by candles, the flames of various colours.  They created a soft rainbow effect throughout.  She gazed around the room in awe.  To her left was a table, filled with various food and drink items.  To her right was a bed, draped in red fabrics.  Niema blushed at the sight of it.  A small vase of tulips sat on the bedside table.   As her eyes continued to sweep the room, they fell on the space in front of her.  She started towards the small table situated there.  A tulip lay beside a piece of parchment.  She gently picked up the beautiful flower with one hand, and the note with the other.  She recognized Nate’s tiny writing, and smiled at the ink blotches that were scattered across the parchment.  She settled into the chair beside her as she read ...

Niema,

I’ll be honest with you.  I wracked my brain forever to find something to give to you today.  I wanted it to be something that came from my heart, and was just for you.  I’d be lying if I said it was easy.  There are so many things I’d like to say to you, but I think if I try, I’ll mess it up.  So I decided to write everything down.  I’m not the greatest with words, but I’ll do my best.  
I wanted to tell you that you are an amazing person, and I feel lucky everyday that we’re together.  I regret that it took me so long to see you ... really see you.  I know that I caused you heartache, and for that I’ll be forever sorry.  I’ll spend forever trying to make up for being so thick. 

Niema bit her lip and blinked, trying to clear her eyes, which had filled with tears.

I think that the most important thing I could give you is myself.  I know that sounds weird, but let me explain.  I know that things have not been easy for you lately.  You kept your suffering bottled up for so long that it was hurting you, mentally and physically.  I want you to know that no matter what happens, I’ll be here for you.  I found a song that I wanted to share with you.  I didn’t write it, but it’s exactly what I want to say to you.  So, here goes ....

Tomorrow morning if you wake up

and the sun does not appear

I will be here

If in the dark we lose sight of love

hold my hand and have no fear

I will be here

I will be here

when you feel like being quiet

when you need to speak your mind

I will listen

and I will be here

when the laughter turns to crying

through the winning, losing and trying

we’ll be together

I will be here

Tomorrow morning if you wake up

and the future isn’t clear

I will be here

Sure as seasons are made for change

our lifetimes are made for years

I will be here

I will be here

you can cry on my shoulder

when the mirror tell us we’re older

I will hold you

And I will be here

when the laughter turns to crying

through the winning losing and trying

we’ll be together

I will be here. 

Niema brought up a trembling hand to wipe away the tears that were leaking from her eyes.  She scanned the letter again, too stunned to do anything else.  A movement caught her attention and she looked up to see something floating towards her.  It was a small package, wrapped in silver paper with a red ribbon tied around it.  It hovered in front of her face, and she slowly reached out a hand and brought it to her lap.  There was a card attached, and her fingers shook as she opened it.

This is for you Niema.  It’s a message mirror, I have the other.  I want you to use it anytime you need me, no matter when or where.  All you have to do is say my name, and I’ll be there as fast as I can.  You never have to be alone Niema, I’ll always be here for you.  I love you.

Nathan 

Niema carefully unwrapped the tiny mirror.  It fit in the palm of her hand, and she turned it over, admiring it.  This was about the greatest thing he could have given her.  She was too stunned to move, and had to keep swiping at her eyes to clear her blurred vision.  She held the mirror up to her face, and whispered, “Nathan Wood,” softly into it.

Even though she was expecting it, his face appearing in the tiny disc still startled her.

“Do you like it?”  He asked, a shy smile on his face.

“I love it,” she whispered, “it’s just so ... wonderful.  Thank you Nathan.”

“You’re welcome.  Just remember to use it whenever you need to, okay?” 

“I will.”  She stood up.  “Nate, where are you?”

“Right here,” a voice behind her whispered.

Niema spun around and leapt into her boyfriend’s arms.  “Oh Nate!  This is all so perfect!”  She cried.

He pulled back and kissed her softly.  “I’m glad you like it.”

“Like it?  I love it,” she grinned,  “and the game too.  How did you manage all this?”

“Oh,” he waved his hand as if dismissing the thought, “it was nothing.”

“When did you do all of this?”

“Oh, when you were running all over the castle.”

Niema laughed.  “So that’s the reason for the delay.”

“Yep,” he grinned, “couldn’t have you interrupting.”

“But, how did you end up with this room?”  She asked.

He shrugged.  “Won the coin toss.”  Niema just shook her head at him and smiled.

Nate’s face became serious as he gently took her hand and entwined their fingers together.  He stepped close to her, his gaze seeming to stare deep into her soul.  His blue eyes were so intense that she shivered.  “Happy Valentine’s Day Niema,” he whispered.

“Happy Valentine’s Day Nathan,” she said softly.  

He brought her arms up and wrapped them around his neck, then placed his own lightly on her hips.  “I love you,” he murmured before leaning down and capturing her lips with his.  As the kiss deepened, Niema lost all sense of time and place.  She felt his arms circle around her back and pull her closer.  Being with him made her forget about everything else.  There were no dreams, no headaches, no exams, no practices, no anything ... only this amazing guy in front of her.  She never wanted him to let go.

Nate finally pulled away from her and lightly kissed her brow.  “How’s your head?”  He asked softly.

“Oh, it’s fine,” she shrugged as she played with the hairs that fell onto his neck.

“Liar.”

He was right, her head was aching.  She decided it was best to change the subject.  Niema gazed around the room, her eyes landing on the bed against the wall.

“Nate?”

“Hmm?”  He murmured as he kissed her temple.

“Umm ... there’s a bed in here.”

“Oh.”  A blush crept onto his face.  “That’s the other part of your present.”

She raised an eyebrow and studied his face.  He sure was bold.  “Oh really?”

He scowled playfully at her.  “Stop it.  I didn’t bring you here just for that.”

“Then what’s it for?”

“Well, I was thinking about what you’ve been  needing the most lately ...”

“And that would be ....?”

“Sleep.”

“Sleep?”

“Well, yeah.  I thought maybe you could try and get a full night sleep, and I could stay with you, in case you need anything.  I just want you to get some rest Niema, you’re getting sick.  I’m worried about you, everyone is.”

Niema didn’t think that she could love Nathan Wood any more than at this moment.  She smiled up at him.  “You are amazing, you know that?”

He sighed.  “I do.”

She laughed and brought her hand up to smack him in the shoulder.  He caught it instead and kissed it lightly.  “Shall we eat first milady?”  He asked.     

She nodded and followed him over to the table covered in food.  She didn’t have much of an appetite, but forced herself to eat a little bit.  It was late by the time they finished, and Niema was almost asleep at the table.  Nate led her over to a secluded area where her pajamas were placed.  He informed her that Grace had gotten them for him when Niema gave him a suspicious look.     

Once she was changed, she crawled onto the bed.  Nate settled down in the comfy chair beside it.  He was definitely too far away.

“Nate?”  She whispered.

“Hmm?”

Niema wasn’t sure how to ask what she wanted.  “Will you ... I mean ... will you come and lay down with me, for a little bit at least?”

He jumped up, as if he’d been waiting for her to ask.  She giggled as he climbed up beside her.  He settled himself on his back, and brought her close to him.  She snuggled up to his chest, and smiled.  Nate gently stroked her hair as he held his arm protectively around her.  The sound of his heart beating and the steady rise and fall of his chest was soothing, and soon Niema’s felt her eyelids drooping.

“Sweet dreams Niema,” she heard him whisper just before sleep claimed her. 

~~*~~

“SURPRISE!”

Mary’s face lit up with happiness as she surveyed the scene in front of her.  She looked genuinely surprised, Niema would have to congratulate Matt on not giving the secret away.

Niema grinned as she watched Matt stepped up behind her.  He had brought her up the room on the seventh floor and was waiting outside the door.

“Oh ... thank you so much!”  Mary squealed as she turned and threw her arms around her boyfriend.  The room exploded into laugher at the sight of Matt’s beet red face.

“Alright, now that the guest of honour is here, let the party begin!”  Cried Michael from the back of the room.
And so it did.  Music was provided by Michael’s wizarding wireless, and soon the students shaking it on the dance floor.  Nate and Michael had procured food and drinks from Hogsmeade using Niema’s invisibility cloak and the famous Marauder’s Map.

Niema was pleased to see Mary having such a great time.  The petite Ravenclaw circled around the room, with Matt in tow, talking and laughing with everyone present.  About twenty people had been invited, so the room was bustling.  Niema was enjoying sitting along the wall, watching people make fools of themselves on the dance floor.  That was until she was dragged into the fray by Grace, Mary and Kandi.  The four girls had a ball, dancing to the fast beat.  Of course, as with all parties, a slow song came on.  Niema immediately sought out Nate and pulled him up with her.  He came willingly.  Dancing with him brought back great memories of the Christmas Ball, the night they started dating.  She couldn’t help but grin as he held her tightly in his arms.  She rested her head on his chest, and was lulled into a daze by the rhythmic beating of his heart.  

The mood was broken by a shriek from over in the corner.

“Matt!!  She’s so cute!”  Squealed Mary.

Niema and Nate turned to watch Mary squeezing Matt so tight it looked like he would burst.  As Mary pulled away from him, Niema saw the object in her arms.

“What is that piece of fur?”  Asked Michael, earning a swat from Kandi.

“She’s a kitten,” grinned Mary.  She held out the adorable animal for all to see.  It was grey with stripes and green eyes, and fit into the palm of Mary’s hand.  Every girl in the room, including Niema seemed to be drawn to the corner, each of them wanting to hold the tiny cat.

“You have the best boyfriend!” cried one of her Ravenclaw friends.

“I know,” grinned Mary, looking over at Matt, who had escaped with all the other guys.

“So,” asked Niema,  “what are you going to call her?”

“Umm ... Mackenzie.  I’ve always loved that name.”

“Oye!  That’s too long!”  Shouted Matt from across the room.

“Too bad,” laughed Mary.  She thought about it for a second, then called over to him,  “you can call her Kenzie for short then.”

Matt seemed satisfied with that, and resumed talking to Nate and Sean.  Niema grinned.  Anything Mary said would be just fine with Matt these days.  He was head over heels in love with the Ravenclaw girl, and Niema couldn’t be happier for them.

After awhile, the novelty of the kitten wore off, and people started to head back up to their common rooms.  It was Sunday, so Niema’s Aunt had only given them permission to use the room until 9 pm.      
So it came time for the Gryffindors to say their goodnights, giving Matt and Mary some private time.  Mary gave Niema a fierce hug before she left, catching her off guard.  She’d never hugged Mary before, so it was surprising.  It felt nice though, Mary was a such great person.  As she walked back to the common room with Nate, she marveled at how well things had gone.  The party was a nice distraction for her, and Nate as well.  Seeing her happy and energized seemed to boost his spirits.  For one evening, he didn’t have to worry about her like he usually did.  She only hoped that things would continue like this, at least for a little while.
~~*~~

Niema sat on her bed, trembling and sobbing.  It had been another bad night.  She had tried so hard to stay awake, but nothing worked.  In the end, her body and mind gave in to the temptation for rest.  But she didn’t get any.  Instead, she had more dreams.  She supposed that she should be used to them by now, and not be affected.  But how do you get used to dreaming about your dead father being tortured.  It was not something she ever wanted to get used to.

It was the middle of the night.  She contemplated not calling Nate, but in the end, her aching heart won out.  She needed him to be here, and tell her that it was all right.  She mostly just needed a hug.  Niema reached over and picked up her message mirror.

“Nathan Wood.”  She whispered.

Nate’s face appeared.  “Ni?  What’s wrong?  Another dream?”  He asked anxiously.  This was the third time that she had called him on the mirror.

“I’m sorry Nate ...”  She choked.

“No, it’s okay.  Do you want me to come over?”

“Would ... would you mind?” 

“I’ll be right there, just let me grab a shirt.”  His face disappeared from the tiny disc and Niema walked over to grab her dressing gown.  He was knocking lightly on her door in a matter of minutes.

“Come in,” she whispered. 

He swung the door open and strode across the room to her, enveloping her in a hug.  The tears came crashing down in waves.  He took her hand and led her over to the bed.  After climbing on, he patted the spot beside him and Niema snuggled up next to him.  He pulled her hair back from her face.  “I’m sorry Ni.”  He whispered.

She just cried even harder, the memories of the dream swimming through her mind.  She clutched at him, and he held her close.

“Do you want to tell me about it?”  He asked tentatively.

“It was the same one.”  She lay her head on his chest and sobbed.  Nate ran his hand over her head, smoothing her hair, whispering that it would be all right. When no more tears would come she looked up to find that his shirt was soaked through.

“Oh Nate, I’m sorry,” she whimpered.

“Hey hey, it’s all right.  It’s just a shirt.”  He rubbed his hand on her back.  “Do you want me to go get you something?  Some food maybe?”

She was starving after not eating much all day.  She nodded meekly.

“Fruit loops?”

“That would be nice.  Thank you.”

He extracted himself from underneath her and gently placed a kiss on her forehead.  “I’ll be right back,” he whispered.

He left the room and Niema curled up under the covers.  Thirty minutes later he was back, but he wasn’t alone.

“Aunt Hermione?”

Hermione rushed into the room, sitting down beside Niema. “How are you feeling dear?”

“I-I’m fine.”

“I think maybe we need to talk about these dreams Niema.” 

Niema turned her eyes on Nate, her anger rising.  How could he betray her?  “You told?”  She cried.

“Ni, I-“

“I can’t believe you!”

“Just-“

“You promised!”  She screamed, tears once again leaking down her cheeks.

He looked helplessly at her.  “Ni, I-“

“Just go away,” she growled. 

“But-“

“Nathan, why don’t you head up to bed.  You can come back in the morning.”  Hermione stood up and ushered him out the door.  He threw Niema an apologetic look before the door was shut.

Hermione came back over to the bed and took Niema’s hand.  “I know this is difficult-“

“No, you don’t know.”

The older woman sighed.  “You’re right.  I don’t have a clue what’s going on with you, but I’d like you to tell me.  Please tell me.”

Niema looked into her Aunt’s eyes, so full of concern.  She slowly nodded, then explained a little about the dreams.

“Can you describe the dreams to me Niema?”  Hermione asked.

“I’d rather ... I mean, can this wait until tomorrow?  It’s really hard to talk about.”  She asked.

Hermione patted her hand.  “Of course dear.  You don’t have class tomorrow, so meet me in my office after lunch okay?”

“Yeah, sure.”  She shrugged.  

“Okay.  Now why don’t you get some sleep?  I’ll give you some dreamless sleep potion for tonight.”  She brought out her wand and muttered a few words, producing a glass of the liquid.  Niema took it gratefully.

“Oh, and Niema?”  Hermione asked gently.

“Hmm?”

“Don’t be too hard on Nathan.  He’s been worried about you.”

“Hmph.”  

“Just think about it.  Goodnight dear.”

Niema rolled over and closed her eyes, sleep coming quickly.

~~*~~

Niema knocked lightly on Hermione’s door the next day after lunch.  She was not looking forward to this, but decided to get it over with.

“Come in Niema.”

She entered the office hesitantly to see her Aunt hunched over the desk.  She was peering into some sort of bowl.

“Um ... what is that?”  She asked.

“This is a pensieve Niema.  Have you heard of them?”

“Yeah, I think so.  They store memories, right?”

“That’s the gist of it, yes,” Hermione smiled at her.  “I brought it for you to use.”

“Me?”

“Yes you.  I was thinking about these dreams Niema.  Putting it bluntly, they seem a little ... well, odd.”  She gave Niema an apologetic look before continuing.  “I’d like to know what it is that you are dreaming, that is, if you don’t mind ...”

“It’s fine,” Niema nodded.

“Right then.  I know that it’s hard for you to talk about, so I had an idea,” she pointed to the pensieve.  “I’d like you to store your dreams in here, and then I can look at them.”

“You want me to put my dreams in a pensieve?  Trust me, Aunt Hermione you don’t want to see them.”
“Actually, I do.  I’ve never heard of a person having recurrent dreams about a someone who has passed.  At least not ones that take place in the future, and are as vivid as you say they are.  I’m a little interested in studying them.”  Her voice became softer.  “And, I’d like a chance to see Harry.”  

Niema understood that feeling.  She knew what it was like to miss him.  She looked into her Aunt’s watery eyes, pleading for Niema to do this.  She finally nodded.

Hermione gave her a small smile before crossing the room to envelope her in a hug.  “Thank you sweetie,” she whispered.  After she let go, Hermione crossed back over to the desk.  “I’ll show you how it works then.”

“Now?”

“Well, I was thinking that you’d want to get it over with right away.  That is, if you don’t mind ...”

“No, it’s fine.  So how do I do it?”

Hermione proceeded to explain to her the process.  All she had to do was picture one of the dreams in her mind, then place the wand tip to her temple and pull it out.  Niema wasn’t sure that it would work, but tried anyway.  She focused on the most current dream, her eyes filling with tears as she remembered.  Hermione came and sat beside her, holding her free hand.  Niema lifted her wand to her temple, still focusing on the dream.  Slowly, she pulled it away, and was startled to see a strand of silver following it.  She placed her wand tip in the basin, and swirled it around.

“It worked,” she said simply.

“It did,” nodded Hermione.  She was gazing at the pensieve.

Niema decided to try and extract all of her dreams now, so that she wouldn’t have to think about it later.  She thought that she would have trouble remembering them all, but found that they came easily to her mind when she focused on each one.

After thirty minutes, and a great deal of tears, she was finally finished.  She collapsed into the chair, taking deep breaths to calm her aching heart.  Hermione reached over and gave her another hug, squeezing her tightly.

“I’m so proud of you Niema,” she whispered.

Niema could only nod.

“I’d like to go in right away, if that’s okay with you.”

“Sure.  I ... I don’t have to come do I?”  She asked, praying that she wouldn’t have to.

“No no, of course not.  Actually, I was going to act Remus Lupin to come with me, if you don’t mind ...”  Niema shook her head, giving consent.  She was passed the point of caring who knew.  Besides, Remus was her Uncle, practically.  “Thank you.  I think he may be able to help me shed some light on things.  I’d like you to stay here and get some rest while we go, you were up late.”

Niema nodded.  Hermione led her to the back of the office, where a secret panel opened to reveal another room.  Inside were a couch and chairs surrounding a fireplace.

“You just rest here, and I’ll be back shortly.”  Hermione gave her one last hug before slipping back to the outer office.

Niema flopped down on the couch and waited for her Aunt’s return.
~~*~~

Niema didn’t know how long she waited in the little room behind the office.  She must have drifted off, and was awoken by the sound of the door flying open.  She looked up to see Hermione and Remus Lupin, both pale and shaking.

The Headmaster flopped down on one of the chairs and buried his head in his hands.  He was mumbling something under his breath that Niema couldn’t understand.

Hermione stood rooted on the spot.  She looked like she’d seen a ghost, and Niema supposed that she had.  Hermione was frowning, running her fingers across her forehead.  She seemed to be lost in thought.

“Something’s familiar ...”  She muttered.

“Aunt Hermione?”  Niema asked tentitively.

“That woman ...”

“Er-“

“The attack ...”  She breathed.

Suddenly, Hermione’s head shot up and she ran over to the fireplace.

[I]”Incendio!” [/I] She cried, pointing her wand at the fire.  As the flamed roared to life, she grabbed the pot of what Niema assumed was floo powder from the mantle.

“Ron Weasley!”  She called.

“Umm ... Aunt Hermione?”  Asked Niema.  

“Hermione?  What is it?”  Remus stood up and joined her by the fire.

Suddenly, Ron’s head appeared in the flames.  “What is it?  Is something wrong?”  He asked, looking around the office.  Confused, he turned to Hermione.  “Hermione?”

“Ron,” she breathed, “when did Ginny move in with us?  When was the attack?”

“Wait.  What attack?”  Asked Niema. 

Ron appeared to be thinking for a minute.  “I think the twins were about five or six, and Matthew was around four or five.  Why?”

“It was right before Niema’s birthday, wasn’t it?”

“Right!  I remember, Gin was so upset that they had to move and change the party plans.”

“What are you talking about?”  Cried Niema.

Hermione turned to Remus, who appeared to be thinking.  “Don’t you remember Remus?  Ginny’s place was attacked, and she came to live with Ron and I for awhile.”

“Right.  I do remember that.  We never did figure out who was responsible.... ”

“Will someone explain this to me?”  Niema asked.

“I mean,” breathed Hermione, “I know this is crazy ...”

Remus’ eyes widened in understanding.  “You don’t think ...?”

“How can I not think that?  It’s too much of a coincidence.”
“Hermione?  What are you on about?”  Asked Ron.

“Ron, I need you to get here a soon as you can.  You have to see something.  I think- no, I’m not going to say it.  Just get here, quickly.”

Ron seemed to understand the urgency.  He nodded, then disappeared from the flames.

“What about Ginny?”  Asked Remus.
“I ... I don’t think we should tell her about the dreams, not yet at least.  She’ll be so upset.  I’d like to see what Ron has to say first.”

Remus nodded. “I think that’s best.”

Niema cleared her throat loudly.  “Will one of you please tell me what you’re talking about?”

The two adults jumped at the sound of her voice, then turned to look at her.  “Oh, Niema.  I forgot that you were still here,” said Hermione.

“Obviously.”

“Why don’t you go back up to your dorm, and get some sleep?  You look tired dear.”

Niema folded her arms in front of her chest.  “I want to know what you’re talking about,” she stated.

Hermione looked nervous.  “We’ll talk about that after Ron gets here, okay?”

“But-“

“Now, off you go.  Say hello to those trouble makers of mine.”  Hermione gently guided her into  the outer office, then out into the corridor.  “I’ll come and collect you later Niema.”

“But-“

Her protest fell on deaf ears as the door closed in front of her. 
~~*~~

“Niema!”

She groaned at the sound of Nate’s voice.  Niema was way too tied to deal with him, she was still furious that he told on her.

“I’m going to have a nap Nate, we’ll talk later.”

“Ni, wait!  I’m sorry ...”

She put her hand up to stop him.  “Not now Nate.  I’ve just had to relive the worst moments of my life because you decided to open your mouth.  Now, I’m tired, and I want to be alone.”

“But-“

Niema turned and marched up the stairs to her dormitory.  She just wanted to pass out for a while.  Whatever Hermione was on about had her mind realing. 

Mere moments after she flopped down on her bed there was a knock on her door.

“Go away Nate!”

“Ni, it’s me.”

“Matt?”

“Yeah.”

“Come in,” she sighed.

Her cousin shuffled into the room and sat down on the chair by her bed.  He peered at her for a minute.

“Don’t say it,” she mumbled.

“He had to do it Ni.”

“No, he didn’t have to.”

“What was he supposed to say?  My mum caught him sneaking back up from the kitchen with your cereal.  Everybody knows that’s your favourite Ni.  She wanted to know why he was in your room in the middle of the night!  He ... well he said that you had a nightmare.”

“Why would he say that?”

“Well, would you rather he said that you two were snogging?”

“Matt!!”

“Exactly, he couldn’t say that, so he told the truth.  And you know how my mum is, she made him tell her as much as he knew.  He’s a terrible liar, so he didn’t even bother trying.”

“Hmph.  I’m still angry.”

“I for one am glad he told.  If he hadn’t, I would have.  I mean, come on Ni, we’re all just worried about you, and if my mum can do something to help, well then I’m glad he told her.  You know he didn’t do it to hurt you.  It was something you should have done months ago.”

Niema sighed.  Why did he have to make sense?  It was easier to be angry.

“Now,” he said, “stop being such a prat and talk to him already.  He’s been freaked out all day, and it’s annoying me.”

Niema couldn’t help but laugh.  “Has he really?”

“Well, he said you yelled at him pretty fiercely last night.”

“Yeah, I did.  I should probably apologize for that.”

“Well good..  I’m sending him up here before he drives everyone else crazy.”  

“Okay,” she nodded.  

He left the room quickly, and within minutes there was another knock.

“Come in,” she called.

Nate opened the door a crack and stepped inside.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

There were a few minutes of awkward silence, in which Niema contemplated how she was going to apologize.  Asking forgiveness is a tough thing.

She motioned for him to come closer, but he stayed rooted to the spot.

Nate took a deep breath.  “Look Niema, I know you’re angry with me, and I’m sorry that I went against my word.  But, the truth is, I’m glad I did it.  Someone needed to know, and I think maybe they can help.”  He looked straight at her, his face full of resolve.  “And I’d do it again.  All I want is for you to be happy, and for that to happen, these dreams have to stop.”

“I know.”

He looked taken aback. “Y-you do?”

Niema sighed.  “I know you were just trying to help Nate.  I just felt so ... betrayed last night..  I guess I just didn’t think about how bad things were getting.”

He crossed the room to stand in front of her.  “I’m sorry I betrayed your trust Ni,” he whispered.

“You did the right thing.  I should have told her months ago.  I’m sorry that I yelled at you.”

“So, you forgive me?”  He asked.

“I don’t think there’s anything to forgive Nate.  Thank you for trying to help me.”

He pulled her to him and wrapped his arms around her.  “I would do anything for you Ni,” he whispered, kissing her brow.

She nodded, while trying to stifle a yawn.

“You need to sleep,” Nate chuckled.

“I can’t.  We have to go down to dinner, and then I think I’ll have to go see my Aunt again.”  She proceeded to tell Nate what had happened with the pensieve.  He was just as puzzled as she was.

The pair decided to head down to dinner, hoping to get to the meeting with Hermione sooner.  In the Great Hall, they met up with Matt, Michael and Grace.  Niema shared her story with them.  Grace and Michael both remembered Niema staying with them as kids, but didn’t understand the significance of it.  Niema noticed that the Headmaster wasn’t present for dinner, neither was her Aunt.  

Hermione didn’t appear until they were back in the common room.  She climbed in the entrance and quickly spotted Niema.  

“Niema, I’m glad you’re here.  Would you mind coming back to my office?”  Hermione looked just as pale as before, and appeared to be really anxious about something.

“Yeah sure.  But, I’d like all of us to come, if that’s okay with you.”

Nate squeezed her hand.  “Are you sure?”  He asked.

She nodded, then turned to her Aunt who agreed.

Hermione led the five Gryffindors to her inner office, where Ron was pacing back and forth.  Remus was sitting in the chair, deep in thought.  Niema was startled to see her mum was present, sitting on the couch, her head in her hands.

“Mum?”  She asked.

“Oh Niema,” Ginny breathed.  Niema threw herself at her mother, hugging her tightly.  

“Y-you saw?”  She asked, as the tears started to fall.  Her mother nodded, her own eyes welling up with tears.  The thought of her mother having to witness her dreams was devastating.  Niema wanted desperately to keep her from being hurt.  

They sat for a few minutes, clinging to each other, each of them feeling the same sense of loss.  Everyone else in the room seemed to understand the need to let them be.  Niema finally broke away from her mother, turning to her aunt.

“I thought you weren’t going to tell her.”

“We ... well we had to Niema.  We needed her to verify some things.”  Hermione replied.

“Niema,” Ginny whispered, “you know you could have told me about this.  I wish you would have.  You shouldn’t have faced this alone.”

“I-I didn’t want you to be hurt.  I didn’t want you to hear about any of it.”

“I know sweetie, but it’s my job to protect you, not the other way around.”  Ginny gave her a small smile, before hugging her again.

“So, what’s going on then?”  Asked Niema.  She was starting to get really anxious about all of this.  The adults’ behaviour wasn’t helping to ease her mind.

“I think everyone should sit down,” instructed the Headmaster.

The room was crowded, but soon everyone had found a seat.  Niema stayed on the sofa, holding her mother’s hand tightly.

“I think I’ll start,” said Hermione.  “ Obviously we’re all here to talk about Niema’s dreams.  I assume she filled all of you in?”  They all nodded, so she continued.  “When I went into the penseive, the dream that caught my attention was the last one.  When she threatened to hurt you Niema, she said that it was right before your fifth birthday.”

“Right,” nodded Niema.  

“Well, you may not remember because you were so young, but your house was attacked right around that time.  Luckily, your mother had specialized portkeys made from when your dad was in the war.  You both got out in time, but the house was ruined.  You lived with us for awhile after that, so Ron could keep a closer eye on you.”

Ron nodded, then continued the story.  “Hermione thought that it was strange for you to dream something you obviously don’t remember.  But then we thought that it could just be part of your subconscious.  We needed to bring Gin.”

“Right,” said Hermione, “we needed her to look at the second dream.  It’s the only one that has one of us in it.  Well, besides you as a baby in the first one.  So, we had your mother watch that dream, to see what she thought.”  Hermione turned to Ginny, who nodded and started speaking.

“I remember that day like it was yesterday.  I’ve never forgotten the last words I ever said to him, ‘Get going then, I’ve got dishes to do’.  Not ‘I love you’ or ‘I’ll miss you’, or anything meaningful.  I’ve always regretted that, and I’ve thought about it so many times in the last fifteen  years ...”  She took a minute to wipe away the tears that were starting to fall.  “So, I couldn’t believe it when I saw that in your dream.  There is no way you could have known any of that, I’ve never told you.  But that is exactly how that last day happened.  I remember it perfectly.”

“I-I don’t understand,” whispered Niema.  

“I know this may sound strange,” said Hermione, “but we think that the content of your dreams are actual events that took place.”

“What?”

Niema felt his mother’s grip o her hand tighten.  “It’s entirely possible,” continued Hermione, “that Harry was kidnaped all those years ago.”  Niema couldn’t help but notice the tears welling up in her eyes.

“Why would they kidnap him?  What secret did he have?”  Asked Michael.

“I was stumped on that for awhile, “ answered Ron, “but them Remus figured it out.”

Niema looked over at Remus, who had been silent through the explanations.  “Yes, well ...”  He cleared his throat.  “You all know that Harry defeated Voldemort.  It was reported to the media that Harry killed him, but that wasn’t the real story.  He and Dumbledore had a plan in place to take care of Voldemort.  I remember Harry telling me after it happened that Voldemort had been ‘put in a safe place’.  Harry and Dumbledore knew that the Dark Lord couldn’t be killed, so they devised a plan to send him somewhere.  Of course, Harry never told me where, he refused to tell anyone, lest it be forced out of them.  I think, that she found out and tried to extract the information from him.  She said that she couldn’t kill him ...” he whispered.  That thought sent shivers up Niema’s spine.  There was no way ....

“Wait a minute,” said Grace, “who is the woman?”

“Bellatrix Lestrange,” whispered all four adults in unison.

Niema looked at her cousins and Nate, sharing a puzzled look with them.  Hermione noticed their expressions, so she explained.  “She was ... or is a Death Eater.  She escaped from Azkaban when we were in fifth year.  She’s the one who ... who killed Sirius Black.  I’d recognize her face anywhere.”  The other adults all agreed.  

“The problem,” Ron continued, “is that the British Ministry hasn’t seen her in years.  I had been trying for years to nab her, but she fled.  She’s probably in another country, hiding.”

“We have to find her,” insisted Ginny, “if for nothing else than to find out what really happened all those years ago.”

“So, will you be able to find her?”  Asked Grace.

“I’ve already contacted some of my old contacts at the Ministry,” answered Ron.  “They’re going to dig up any information that they have on her.  Now, we just wait.” 

The group sat in silence for a few minutes, each seemingly lost in their own thoughts of Harry.  Niema thought about her dreams, and what could have happened to her dad.  

“I don’t understand why I had the dreams,” she murmured.

“We don’t understand that either Niema.  I’ve never heard about this type of thing before.  I can only assume that it has something to do with the connection you share with your dad.  I’m really not sure though.”  Hermione shrugged.

“Oh.”

The room lapsed again into silence.  Niema was trying to understand all of the thoughts that were swimming through her head.  Her dreams were real.  Her dad was kidnaped.  The thought that he was still alive came unbidden to her mind, but she pushed it aside.  It’s been fifteen years.  How could he have survived that long?  Obviously he didn’t tell her, or Voldemort would be back.  Niema shook her head.  It was just too much to think about, too much to hope for.  She didn’t want to be disappointed.

“Ron!”

Everybody turned to the fireplace at once, to see a man’s head.  He looked to be younger than Ron, with blonde hair and glasses.

“Doug!  What did you find out?”  Asked Ron.

“Well, I have good news and bad news.  The good news is, we believe that she’s still alive.”

“And the bad news?”  Asked Ron.

“I think she’s in Russia.”

“Damn.”

“What is it?”  Asked Ginny.

“The Russian and English Ministries aren’t on good terms ...”  Started Ron.

“That’s putting it mildly,” scoffed Doug.

“So, the Ministry can’t just go in there and try to find her.”  

“It would be suicide for a team of Aurors to enter Russia.”  Added Doug.

“So, there’s nothing the Ministry can do?”  Asked Hermione.

“Nothing.”  Sighed Ron.

“That’s ridiculous!”  Cried Ginny.  “That woman stole my husband!  You can’t tell me there’s nothing you can do!  I want her found!  I need to know what happened!”  Niema wrapped her arms around her mother as she began to sob.

Ron came over and knelt in front of Ginny.  “Gin, listen to me.  I want answers just as much as you do.  Just because the Ministry can’t be involved doesn’t mean that nothing can be done.”

Ginny lifted her head.  “What do you mean?”  She sniffed.

“I’m going to Russia.”

“Ron ...”  whispered Ginny.

“I’ve already decided.  I can get inside and dig up information there, I’ve got the experience.”  He gripped Ginny’s hand.  “We’ll get our answers, our closure Gin.”

Ginny nodded, the tears streaming down the sides of her face.  Niema was dumbstruck.  She had no idea that any of this would happen when she used the pensieve.  She should have done it sooner.  All those months, she had no idea what her dreams meant.  If she did, she would have surely told somebody.  Why had she been so foolish, keeping it from everybody?

“I-I’m sorry,” she choked.

Her mother and Ron turned to look at her.  “Why are you sorry?”  Ginny asked.

“I-I should have told you sooner ... I-“

“No!  Don’t you say that.  You had no idea what everything meant.”  Her mother’s face was stern, yet tender at the same time.  She gripped Niema’s had, squeezing it tightly.

“She’s right Niema, you couldn’t have known,” whispered Hermione.

“But ... all these months I-“

“All these months you’ve been living with all this pain, and you shouldn’t have had to.”  Said Ginny softly.

“We should have forced it out of you sooner,” mumbled Matt.  

“It’s nobody’s fault,” stated Ginny.  She looked back at Ron.  “When do you leave?”

“Tonight.”

“What?”

“I’d like to get this started right away.  I don’t want to wait anymore, I’ve been waiting for fifteen years to find out what happened.”

Ginny nodded, then flung her arms around her brother.  “Be careful Ron,” she whispered, “I couldn’t bear to lose you too.”

“I’ll be fine,” he soothed.  Unclasping Ginny’s hands from around his neck he stood up.  “I’d better get back to the house, I have some fire calls to make, and I need to pack.”  He turned to Doug, whose head was still in the fire.  “I’ll speak with you when I get home.”

Doug nodded, then his head disappeared from the fire.

Niema watched as Grace hugged Ron tightly, whispering something in his ear.  She was soon followed by handshakes and ‘good lucks’ from Michael, Matt, and Nate.  He stepped over to Niema, bringing her towards him in a tight embrace.  She hadn’t even realized that she was crying again until he backed away and wiped a tear from her cheek.  

“No more tears Niema.  I promise I’ll get us some answers,” he whispered.  Niema could only nod, her voice caught in her throat.  He leaned in closer to her.  “I’ll let you in on something else,” Niema looked up at him, “I approve of the boyfriend.”  He winked at her, and she couldn’t help the smile that formed on her lips.

“I love you Uncle Ron,” she said softly.

“I love you too kiddo.  I’ll see you soon.”

Ginny, Hermione, and Ron all insisted on going back to Ron’s house to help him prepare.  Niema gave her mother one last hug, holding on tightly for several minutes.  With everything that had happened all in one evening, she felt overwhelmed.  She didn’t know what Ron was going to uncover in Russia, but she knew that if it helped her mother deal with the pain she was in every day, then Niema wanted it found.  Ron was right, they all needed closure.

The walk back to the Gryffindor common room was somber, no one quite knowing what to say.  Nate held on to her hand tightly, squeezing it twice every few minutes.  Niema appreciated the gesture more than any words could express.  Just to know that he was here, beside her, was enough to lift her spirits.  

They were all too tired to stay up and discuss what had happened, so with anxious hearts, they separated and headed for bed.  Nate pulled Niema into a much needed hug before she climbed up the stairs, telling her that everything would be okay.  She didn’t know if that was the truth, but she appreciated his words none the less.

As she shuffled into her room, she thought about Ron, and his trip to Russia.  She didn’t have any idea how he was going to accomplish his mission, but she hoped he did.  Any answers would be better then not knowing for so long.  Niema offered a silent prayer that nothing would happen to Ron, adding at the end her hope that he would bring them back some kind of good news.  She worried about not being able to sleep, with her mind so filled with thoughts, but she needn’t have.  She was asleep mere moments after her head hit the pillow.

~~*~~

Three days later, the first owl came from Ron.  Niema tried to keep busy, studying or flying, to help keep her mind off of things.  Her whole family was on edge, everyone wondering what was happening in Russia, or even if Ron arrived safely.

So, when Hermione called the five Gryffindors to her office, they were brimming with anticipation.  The note he sent was short, and did little to calm their nerves.

Hermione,
Made it to Russia.  

Met with contacts.

Have a few leads.

Love,

Ron
That was it.  The group had to go for the next 2 weeks on only those few words.  It was terrifying for Niema, and she knew the others felt the same way.  She was never alone though.  Nate, or any one of her cousins was always with her, for comfort and support.  That is, whenever she wasn’t at her garden

Niema had taken to visiting the memorial almost every day.  It was the place she felt most at peace, and closest to her father’s memory.  Mostly, she simply laid on the grass thinking, but some days she would bring her homework, or her journal and work.  Other times, she talked, to no one in particular, about her hopes and fears.  Each visit ended with a prayer, to bring her Uncle home safe, and with any sort of good news.  Her head knew that it was too much to ask, but her heart had other plans.  She couldn’t help the fantasies she had, about her father coming home.  Niema knew that she was setting herself up for disappointment, but she couldn’t help it.  Her heart just wouldn’t give up.

The next letter from Ron arrived on a Sunday.  Niema was in the library with Nate when Matt came and got her.  She gripped Nate’s hand tightly as they ran to Hermione’s office.  Hermione and Ginny were both in tears, and Niema’s heart stopped for a few seconds before her mother pulled her into a hug.  Hermione handed her the note.  The words appeared to be scribbled hastily across the parchment.

Hermione,

Found her.

I’m going in.

Tell everyone I love them.

Love,

Ron
Niema couldn’t help the pounding in her heart as she read the words over and over again.  Ron had found her, the woman who could give them closure.  The woman who had haunted Niema’s dreams for months.  Finally, they were going to have answers.

Now, all they had to do was wait.

~~*~~

Niema Potter sat in her garden.  Her finger slowly traced over the words she had read so many times before

In Memory of Harry James Potter

Loving Husband and Father

and Loyal Friend.
She couldn’t remember all the times she dreamed of seeing her father.  She knew a lot about him, of course, but she never really knew him.  She thought back on all the dreams that she had this past year.  Dreams of her dad, being tortured at the hands of a madwoman.  She squeezed her eyes shut as the tears began burning her eyelids.  She remembered his pain, his fear, his sadness.  She could picture it all so clearly.  She wanted it all erased.  If only she had realized sooner what they meant, she wouldn’t have lost even more time with him.  As it was, she still hadn’t seen him.  

She had only found out a week ago that he was alive.  Her dad ... alive.  The thought still sent shivers up and down her spine.  She had cried, more then ever before, in her mother’s arms.  

The past week had seemed like an eternity.  A hastily scribbled note had arrived from Ron, telling them that her dad had been found, locked in a cell.  The woman, Lestrange, had been taken by surprise and subdued by Ron and his allies.  The letter had only said that her dad was in bad shape.  No more , no less.  Her mother said that the Healers needed some time.  Niema didn’t know what that meant exactly, but it couldn’t be good.  Her mother had been staying at the hospital, night and day.  Niema couldn’t bear being there.  They wouldn’t let her see him, so what did it matter?

She gently kissed her finger then placed it over his name.  “Please God,” she whispered, “let him live.  Let me meet my father.”

She picked a few lilies and placed them beside the plaque, then lay down next to it.  She closed her eyes and tried to picture his face.  Not the face from her dreams, but the face from all the pictures.  The handsome, carefree man, with the messy black hair and brilliant green eyes.  She smiled as the picture finally came to her, and she held onto it as hard as she could.

“... think this is where she would be if she wasn’t in the Tower.”

Niema sat up as she heard her mother’s voice.

“Do I look alright, Gin?  I mean, will she-”

“Shhh.  You look fine.  I’m glad they cut your hair, it was awfully long.”  There was a pause.  “Are you sure you’re okay to walk?”

“I’m fine Gin.  I need this.”  He answered.

Niema slowly stood up at the sound of his voice.

Was that?

It had to be.

“I know.  I love you Harry”

“I love you too Gin.”

Her heart began pounding in her chest as she waited.

“I-I don’t even know what she looks like-“ he stopped as he rounded the corner and spotted her.  His eyes widened as he stared at her.  “Nia?”  He finally whispered.

Her breath caught in her throat.  She couldn’t move.  He was here, in front of her, for the first time in over fifteen years.  She felt the hot tears rolling in waves down her cheeks.  She didn’t bother to wipe them away.

“Daddy?”  She breathed.

~~*~~

“Where are we going, Gin?”  Harry Potter asked as his wife lead him slowly towards the lake.  He had insisted on leaving St. Mungo’s as soon as he could walk, despite the Healer’s arguments.  He was tired of being confined, tired of being stuck in one place.  He wanted to see his daughter so much it hurt.  He had only just found out that she was alive.  He remembered the sick feeling he got when he was told she had been killed.  He ached just thinking about it.  He had been mourning her for 10 years, just as she had mourned him.  But she was safe, and he was going to see her.  They had been all over the castle looking, but no one had seen her.  Ginny had finally come up with an idea.

“I think this is where she would be if she wasn’t in the Tower.”

He lifted an arm to smooth his hair.  He couldn’t even guess what he must look like.  He grabbed his wife’s arm and stopped her.  “Do I look alright, Gin?  I mean, will she-”

“Shhh,”  she smiled.  “You look fine.”  She brushed a stray lock of hair off his forehead.  “I’m glad they cut your hair, it was awfully long.”  She added.  They continued making their way, very slowly.   “Are you sure you’re okay to walk?”  Ginny asked.

She had been asking him that all day.  He reveled in her concern for him.  “I’m fine Gin.  I need this.”

She smiled up at him as she reached for his hand.  “I know.  I love you Harry.”

He looked down.  She was crying.  He gently brushed away a tear with his thumb and lightly kissed her lips.  Oh, how he missed her.  Missed kissing her, laughing with her, just being with her.  She was his match, his soul mate.  “I love you too, Gin.”

As they came to the corner, it occurred to him right then that he hadn’t seen a picture of Niema.  He had no idea what she looked like, only that she had his green eyes.  “I-I don’t even know what she looks like-“ 

He froze.  She was there, right in front of him.  His daughter.  His angel.  He stared at her, drinking in her features.  She was ... beautiful .... amazing ... a young woman.  He fought back the urge to scream at the thought of all the time he had missed.  All the birthday presents he didn’t give her, all the scraped knees he didn’t heal, the broken hearts he didn’t mend.  He had missed so much.

But he was here now.  And he had the rest of their lives to make up for it.

“Nia?”  He whispered.

Her eyes had widened upon seeing him.  She stood there, staring at him, the tears streaming down her face.  He felt his own begin to fall.  He didn’t care.

“Daddy?”

His heart leapt at the sound of that one simple word.  A thousand emotions washed over him all at once.  He couldn’t move, couldn’t breath.  He felt Ginny squeeze his hand, and he looked down at her.    

“Go on,” she whispered.

He looked back at his daughter, and finally moved his feet.

~~*~~

“Daddy?”  She breathed.  Her heart was pounding so loudly in her chest, she thought it might explode.

He seemed to hesitate.  He looked down at her mother, who whispered something to him.  He looked back up at her, then began walking towards her.

He never took his eyes from her.  Those eyes.  Her eyes. 

He stopped in front of her, and Niema could tell he was unsure of what to do.

“Nia ...”  He whispered, reaching out and touching her cheek.  She covered his hand with hers.

She was trembling, and she knew it wasn’t from the cold.  She’d dreamed of this moment for fifteen years, and now it was finally here.  He was here, with her.

“Oh daddy!” She cried as she flung her arms around him.

He stiffened in shock at first, then immediately relaxed.  He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her up in the air.  She held onto him for dear life.  She never wanted to let go.  Never wanted this moment to end.  She buried her face in his shoulder as she cried.  She could hear him sobbing too, whispering her name.  

Niema felt whole, as if a piece of her that was missing was finally put into place.  It was like her whole life had been leading up to this one  moment, and she wanted to treasure it.   She didn’t know how long they stayed clutching one another, each of them lost in a happiness they never imagined could exist.

~~Fin~~

~~ Epilogue ~~

[image: image1.wmf][image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf]Niema looked breathtaking.  Harry thought that his heart had stopped when she emerged from the anteroom.  She was radiant ... glowing.  He’d never seen anything so beautiful, except maybe Ginny on their wedding day.

She bit her lip and looked up at him, the questions in her eyes.  “You look so beautiful Nia,” he whispered.  

She flung her arms around him.  “Thank you daddy,” she sniffed.  He held her close to him, reveling in the feeling of being hugged by his daughter.  He’d never get tired of her hugs, her laughter… her smile.  It had been nine years since she was brought back into his life, and he thanked God every day for that miracle.

She backed away from him and twirled around. “You like my dress?” She asked shyly.

Like? That was an understatement. She looked incredible, heavenly.  “You look like an angel Nia, the dress is perfect.”  

“Doesn’t she though?”  Asked Ginny, coming out of the anteroom.  Harry wrapped his arm around her shoulder, leaning in to whisper, “She looks as beautiful as you did on our wedding day.”

Ginny blushed; he so loved it when she did that.  She turned to Niema.  “It’s time sweetie, are you ready.”

Niema bit her lip again, and nodded slightly, looking back and forth between them.   She looked so scared and nervous, yet excited at the same time.  Harry could all too well remember how he felt when it had been his turn.  Ginny stepped forward, wrapping Niema in a hug, whispering encouragement in her ear.  

The three of them made their way to the entrance, where Ginny was escorted inside, leaving Harry and Niema.

Harry took his daughter’s hand.  “Are you ready for this Nia?”

She looked up at him.  “Yes ... and no,” she whispered.  “I’m so ... I don’t know.  I’m nervous, and excited, and scared, and ....”

“And extremely happy?”

She sighed.  “Yes ...”

“Then everything will be fine.”  

She grinned up at him, her smile growing with each passing second.  “Yeah, it will be.” 

The door to the room across the hallway and the rest of the party stepped out.

“Niema,” breathed Grace, “you look so beautiful.”  The two cousins came together, hugging and sniffling.  Harry couldn’t help but smile.  They grew up as sisters, and were still close to this day.  All of Ron’s kids grew up to be wonderful individuals, his best friends had done well.

Harry stepped back to let the girls gush over each other.  Just watching their excitement was amazing.

“How ya doing there mate?”

“Ron!”  Harry held his hand out for his best friend to take.  “I’m okay, I think.”

“It’s tough, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Letting them go.”

Harry sighed.  “Yeah, it is.”

“She’ll still be around mate, don’t worry.”

“Thanks Ron.”

“No problem.  Just wait till the grand kids start coming.”

Grand kids?  Harry held his hand up.  “Don’t even go there Ron!  One step at a time.”

Ron laughed.  “Okay, I won’t.”  His expression sobered.  “Seriously though, you ready for this?”

“Yes ... and no.”  He gave Ron his bravest smile.  “She’ll be happy, and that’s all that matters.”

“She will be that.”

“Hey Ron?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks ... for helping to bring her up so well, when I couldn’t ...”

He held his hand up.  “Say no more, it’s the least I could do for you.  She’s a great kid.”

Harry glanced over at his daughter.  “Yeah, she sure is.”

Ron must have sensed the sadness and regret creeping into his voice, because he put a hand on Harry’s shoulder.  “It wasn’t your fault.  Things worked out in the end.”

“Yeah, they did.”

“Daddy!”

A flash of red came bounding out of the room across the hall.  Harry grinned as he swept six year old Molly into his arms.  “Hello Princess.”

She grinned at him.  “I love my dress!  Ni let me pick it out all by myself!  Do you like my dress daddy?  I like the pretty blue colour!  James said that I look silly, but Grace said that I look pretty!  I look pretty, right daddy??”

Harry made a show of thinking about the answer.  “Hmm ... lemme see ...”

“Daddy!”  She cried.

He set her back down on the ground.  “You look beautiful, Princess.  That is a very pretty dress.”

“Molly, are you almost ready?”  Grace asked softly.

“Yep!”  She grinned.

“Where’s James?”  Asked Niema.  

“I’m right here,”  James’ tiny voice whispered from the doorway.  Harry looked at him.  He was only seven, but looked so much older with his dress robes on.  The scowl on his face, however, did not match the ensemble.

“What’s up Little Man?”  Asked Ron.

James fiddled with the collar of his robes.  “I hate dress robes,” he whined, “I look stupid.”

“Oh James, you don’t look stupid!  You look so handsome!”  Exclaimed Niema.  James only pouted more.  Niema knelt next to him and whispered,  “If you really don’t like them, you can change sweetie, but I would really like you to wear them.  All the big boys have dress robes on, look at daddy and Uncle Ron,” James glanced over at Harry and Ron, who both smiled at him, “and Nate, Michael and Matt all have dress robes too.”

“Nate has dress robes on?”

“Of course he does, he knows how nice they look,” she smiled.

James bit his lip, in the same manner that Niema did earlier.  “Okay,” he nodded, “I’ll wear them.  If you promise that Nate is too,” he added.

“I promise,” Niema swore.  “Can I have a hug?”

Harry smiled as his son wrapped his arms around Niema.  She was so great with James and Molly, and was so ecstatic when Ginny found out she was pregnant with each of them.  Harry was pretty surprised himself, but couldn’t be happier.  He had been worried that Niema would harbor some resentment towards the two younger children, they had a father growing up after all, but she wasn’t.  She loved them more than anything else, and took on the big sister role gladly.

“I think it’s time,” whispered Grace.  She and Mary took James and Molly over to the entrance where they lined up, just as they practiced.  Ron gave Harry one last pat on the shoulder before heading inside.  

Harry turned to his daughter.  “You ready Nia?”  

She nodded, biting her lip again.  Harry took her hand and gave it a squeeze.

“I’m glad you’re here Daddy,” she said softy.

Harry looked down and met his daughter’s eyes.  She was so beautiful, and so grown up, yet somewhere inside, she was still a little girl.  His little girl.  He’d spent the last nine years getting to know her, hearing about her childhood, and it had amazed him.  To know that he helped to create such a wonderful creature was incredible.  He’d always regret not being there for her, he understood what it was like to not know a parent.  He wished that he could go back and change the past, to be in Niema’s life, but he couldn’t focus on that.  He’d learned long ago that it doesn’t do to dwell on dreams and forget to live.  So that’s what he was doing, what they were all doing ... living.    

“I’m glad I’m here too Nia,” he whispered.

He could faintly hear Cannon in D start playing in the background as the others entered the chapel.  He felt a faint buzzing in his head as his daughter led him closer to the entrance.  He squeezed her hand, mostly to stop his own from shaking.  She gave him a reassuring smile, and Harry felt their roles reverse.  Suddenly, he needed support and comfort, and his precious Nia looked calm and collected.  He marveled at how she could handle all of this when suddenly he was falling to pieces.  He didn’t want to let her go, wanted to keep his little girl forever.  Why did she have to grow up?

The music changed suddenly and Harry felt his heart beating loudly in his chest.  This was all happening to fast, he wasn’t ready.

“It’s time,” she whispered.

Harry wanted to scream at her to stop, to reconsider, and to not take this step.  He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.  His mind was rapidly filled with images of Nia over the past years.  The day that he first saw her after being rescued became clear before his eyes.  He remembered that day as if it was yesterday, and all the emotions he felt at holding his daughter for the first time in fifteen years rushed through him.  He squeezed his eyes shut, to keep the tears from escaping.  He remembered her graduation from Hogwarts, how happy she had been to be going out in the world.  Then she had started her career and left home.  That had been so difficult, he felt like he hadn’t had enough time with her yet.  But she visited all the time, and he couldn’t have been happier.  

The image of the family dinner a year ago surfaced.  She had brought Nathan, as she usually did.  He was so incredibly nervous when he asked Harry for Nia’s hand, and Harry did the only thing he could, he gave his blessing.  Nathan was a fine young man, he couldn’t ask for a better match for his daughter.  A month later, when Nia had flown into the house, her eyes shining, her face beaming, he knew that he was right.

The past year flew by, with wedding preparations, and Harry hadn’t really had a chance to grasp what was happening.  Until now.  His baby was getting married.  She was going off to start a life, start a family.  That thought caused Harry’s heart rate to increase even more.  He definitely wasn’t ready for that.

“Daddy?”  Nia whispered, her voice expressing uncertainty and worry.  He looked down into her eyes, and his heart leapt in his throat.  She looked happier than he had ever seen her, it was amazing.  At that moment he knew, knew that this was the way things should be.  She was grown up now, and ready to start her life.  Looking at his daughter, Harry knew without a doubt that she would be happy, and that’s all that really mattered.  She was going to be a wife, and someday a mother, but she would always be his little girl.  

He smiled at her and placed her arm in his.  It was time.  Time for Harry to fulfill one of the most important duties he had as her father.  Time to give his daughter away.

~~*~~

Niema could feel her father trembling as he took her arm.  She was nervous too, but in a good way.  She knew in her heart that she and Nate were meant to be together, that this what how things were supposed to be.

She smiled up at her father.  For so many years Niema didn’t think her he would walk her down the aisle, and it broke her heart.  Having him here, at her wedding, meant more to her than she could express.  Having him back in her life had been amazing to say the least.  He was such an incredible man, she adored him for his courage and wisdom, and also for his heart.  He loved them more than Niema thought possible.  He was the most wonderful Dad she could have asked for.  She wouldn’t trade the last nine years with him for anything in the world.

She watched Molly and James walk down the aisle.  Her angels.  She loved them both so much.  When her parents had announced the first pregnancy, Niema had been a little shocked, but extremely excited.  She had always wanted siblings, real siblings.  She was incredibly lucky to have Matt, Michael and Grace, but this was different.  She was a big sister, and she loved it.  She couldn’t wait to have her own kids, and she knew that Nate felt the same way.  She hoped that it wouldn’t be too long ....       

“I guess it’s our turn to make an entrance,” her father whispered.

Niema nodded, taking a deep breath.  This was it.  She was getting married.

“C-can you start?”  She asked softly.  She needed him to take the lead or else her feet would never start moving.

She felt him squeeze her arm and start walking slowly.  Niema immediately fell into step beside him, the bridal march playing in the background.  She could see Nate standing at the other end of the long aisle, but not very clearly.  He seemed so far away, and she wondered why they picked such a big church.

“I love you Nia,” she heard her Dad whisper.

“I love you too Daddy.”

As they got closer to the front, she could finally see Nate clearly.  He was beaming, causing Niema’s heart to soar.  To see the love in his eyes was incredible, Niema felt like she was floating.  She didn’t see anyone else as she walked, only Nathan.

As they stopped, Niema couldn’t help the few tears that escaped her eyes.  She never thought that her life would turn out like this.  But here she was, standing beside the two greatest men in her life, it was perfect.

She turned and looked up at her Dad.  His eyes were watery, and he was smiling.  He brushed a kiss on her cheek, then took her hands and placed them in Nate’s.  As Niema turned back towards the front, she felt Nate squeeze her hands twice.  That simple gesture, back from when they were in school, meant so much to her.  She smiled up at him as she heard Remus begin to speak.

“I would like to welcome everyone here today to witness the union of Niema Lily Potter and Nathan Oliver Wood.  

Marriage is not a journey to be entered into lightly.  It is filled with happiness and joy, trials and tribulations.  For it to be successful, each partner must enter into this union of their own free will.  I ask you now Niema, have you come here willingly, and of your own accord?”

“I have,” she whispered.

“And you Nathan, have you come here willingly, and of your own accord?”

“I have,” he said softly.

“Niema and Nathan have come before you to be bound together in marriage. Before doing so, their friends and family will share some readings with you.”

Matt walked slowly up to the podium, his hands reaching for a slip of paper in his pocket.  He flashed her a grin before starting to read ...

“Love Is the Reason

ADVANCE \d 4Love is the reason why this day 
Was chosen by you both
To begin your lives together -

ADVANCE \d 4And love is the reason why you both
Will give with all your hearts
For the good of each other.

ADVANCE \d 4Love is the reason
That together you will become one -
One in hope, 
One in believing in life, and 
One in sharing the coming years.”

Matt nodded once before stepping down.  Grace took his place.  Her words were lost on Niema as she stared into Nate’s bright blue eyes.    Nothing else mattered at that moment in time.  He mouthed the words ‘I love you’ to her, and she repeated them back, her heart fluttering.

“Thank you Matthew and Grace,” smiled Remus once Grace had stepped down.  He nodded towards them, and Niema felt his hands squeeze hers.

“The bond of marriage is a sacred one.  With it must come unyielding faith and trust.  You must give yourselves to each other, not to own, but to cherish and adore.  As Kaleel Jamison once said, relationships - of all kinds - are like sand held in your hand.  Held loosely, with an open hand, the sand remains where it is.  The minute you close your hand and squeeze tightly to hold on, the sand trickles through your fingers.  You may hold on to some of it, but most will be spilled.  A relationship is like that.  Held loosely, with respect and freedom for the other person, it is likely to remain intact.  But hold too tightly, too possessively, and the relationship slips away and is lost.

Treat your relationship with each other like this sand.  Hold on to it, but let it breathe.  Embrace it, but let it be free.  Have faith in each other, grow with each other, and support each other through the good times and the bad, for storms will come, but they will pass in time.  Always have faith in your love for each other, and your relationship will only grow in purity and depth.”  He paused a minute before continuing.

“I cannot bind you to each other, only you yourselves can do this.”

Remus gazed serenely at both of them, a smile forming on his lips.  Niema squeezed Nate’s hands.  The elder wizard settled his eyes on Nate.

“Nathan, if you wish to bind yourself with Niema, to cherish her, trust her, and honour her, through calm and through storm, in sickness and in health for the rest of your days, then offer her your ring.”

Nate turned and took his ring from Michael, placing it in Niema’s upturned palm.  It felt cool against her warm skin, and the weight of what it meant overwhelmed her.

“Niema, if you wish it, place this ring on Nathan’s finger.”

Niema, her fingers shaking, slid the platinum band onto Nate’s ring finger.  She smiled up at him as Remus repeated the process with her.  There was no doubt in her mind that she would cherish Nate for the rest of her life.  She took her ring from Grace and placed it in his palm.  After Remus’ prompting, he gently slid it on her finger.  Remus nodded at them, it was time for their vows.  They had opted to prepare the words themselves, and Niema prayed that she wouldn’t forget the vows she had recited to herself so many times before.

Nate grasped her hands again, his own trembling.

“Niema, we’ve known each other for so long, yet I feel as if everyday, I’m learning something new about you.  You give me the strength to face the world.  Over these past years, you’ve been my friend, my support, my confidant, my angel.  Now, you’ll be my wife, and I your husband.  There is no greater role for me to play in life.  I swear to love you with everything that I am, cherish you with all my heart, respect you, honour you, and be faithful to you for the rest of our lives.  All that I am is yours.  I give myself to you, body, heart, and soul.  I love you Niema, and I always will.”

Niema bit her lip, knowing he meant every word he said.  She took a deep breath before reciting her own vows.

“Nathan, ever since I first met you I knew that you were meant for me.  My heart has always belonged to you.  You are brave, loyal, kind, loving, and a million other things that make me love you more each day.  With you by my side, I can accomplish anything.  You are my rock, my shoulder, my friend, my love, and now my husband.  Through the tears and the laughter, I promise to cherish and honour you with all that I have.  I offer myself to you, Nathan, body, heart and soul.  All that I am is yours, now and forever.  I love you.”

Niema faintly heard sniffling behind her as she looked up into Nate’s shining eyes.  Her heart felt as if it would burst out of her chest.

“At this time, Niema and Nathan have chosen to join wands.  This is a sacred pledge given to each other, to share all of the strength and the power they possess with one another.”  He nodded at them once more and Niema retrieved her wand, placing the tip above her heart.  Nate did the same.  

She concentrated with all her heart on her love for Nate.  Slowly pulling the wand away from her chest, she saw a ribbon of red light following it.  It was ... magical.  She then placed her wand over Nate’s heart, as he brought his to her.  At the same time as he, she whispered the words they had practiced so many times before.  “I, Niema Lily Potter, pledge my power and my strength to you.”  

She felt a warmth grow inside of her at his words.  Her entire body was filled with a feeling of completeness, it was wonderful.  Niema slowly lowered her wand, grinning up at Nate.

“May you go forth on your journey filled with faith and trust in each other’s love.  It is my pleasure and honour to pronounce you husband and wife.”  He smiled at Nate.  “You may now kiss your bride.”

Nate grinned as he leaned down to capture her lips with his.  It was unlike any kiss he’d ever given her.  It was gentle, yet filled with more love than she could have ever imagine.  It felt as if his very soul was pouring into her.  In a matter of seconds, he shared with her all that he was feeling, and it was incredible.    

Remus turned to the crowd of people gathered.  “It is my honour to present to you Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Wood.”

Niema beamed.  It was done.  She was married.

~~*~~

Michael cleared his throat.  “Can I have everyone’s attention?  Thank you.  We, the amazing cousins and close friends of the happy couple have a little surprise for them.  May I present the Weasley-“

“And close friends of the Weasleys.”

“-family singers.”  Michael swept his arm across the row of familiar faces.  There stood Grace, Matt, Mary, Kandi, Sean, Molly, and James.  Harry couldn’t help but laugh at their red faces.

“We have put together a little musical number-“

“Remember, this was all his idea,”  said Grace, pointing her thumb at her brother.

“which tells the story of Niema and Nate’s relationship.”  He grinned.  “Enjoy!”

The music started up in the background as Michael stepped forward.

“I'm sleeping
And right in the middle of a good dream
Then all at once I wake up
From something that keeps knocking at my brain
Before I go insane
I hold my pillow to my head
And spring up in my bed
Screaming out the words I dread ....
"I think I love you!’”

The rest of them joined him as Nate groaned.

“I think I love you
So what am I so afraid of?
I'm afraid that I'm not sure of
A love there is no cure for
I think I love you
Isn't that what life is made of?
Though it worries me to say
I've never felt this way….”

Grace and Kandi stood in the spotlight.

“What you doing tonight

I wish I could be

A fly on your wall

Are you really alone

Who's stealing your dreams

Why can't I breathe

You into my life

What would it take

To make you see that I'm alive

If I was invisible

Then I could just watch you in your room

If I was invincible

I'd make you mine tonight

If heart were unbreakable

Then I could tell you where I stand

I would be the smartest man, er- girl

If I was invisible

Wait, I already am …”
Harry had to laugh.  He had heard all about Niema’s crush on Nate.  Definitely took after her mother on that one.  They backed up as Matt, Sean and Michael walked over and stood around Nate, putting their hands on his shoulder.  He tried to sink lower in his seat.

“Listen boy
Don't want to see you let a good thing
Slip away


You know I don't like watching
Anybody make the same mistakes
I made

She's a real nice girl
And she's always there for you
But a nice girl wouldn't tell you what you should do …

Tell her about it
Tell her everything you feel
Give her every reason to accept
That you're for real

Tell her about it
Tell her all your crazy dreams
Let her know you need her
Let her know how much she means …

Tell her about it!”
The music changed abruptly into a slower number as the three men returned to the others, leaving a very red Nate in his chair.  Niema sat beside him, her hands covering her face, peeking out between her fingers.  Her face was flaming.  The entire group started again.

“Lift me up

In your arms

If you told me that is what heaven is, well you'd be right

Hold me close

To your heart

I would go with you to the ends of the earth

And we'll fly

I've been waiting forever for this

This is the night …”
Again the music shifted, with the men stepping forward.

“There you see her
Sitting there across the way
She don't got a lot to say,
But there's something about her.
And you don't know why,
But you're dying to try
You wanna,
Kiss the girl
Yes, you want her
Look at her you know you do
Possible she wants you too,

But there's one way to ask her.
You don't take a word,
Not a single word, go on and
Kiss the girl …”

Grace, Mary and Kandi stepped in front of their significant others.  As they sang, they gestured wildly with their hands, in some sort of rehearsed dance that Harry didn’t understand.

“Does he love me? I want to know
How can I tell, if he loves me so?
Is it in his eyes?
Oh no, you'll be deceived
Is it in his signs?
Oh no, he'll make believe
If you want to know if he loves you so
It's in his kiss
That's where it is
Is it in his face?
Oh no, that's just his charms
In his warm embrace?
Oh no, that's just his arms
If you want to know if he loves you so
It's in his kiss
That's where it is …”

The group assembled again, with the six adult singing.

“All you need is love …”

James and Molly stepped forward.  “Du dudududuuuum.”
“All you need is love …”

“Du dudududuuuuun.”

The entire room burst into laugher at this latest song, and the music became at once slower.  Harry’s heart turned over at seeing his two youngest up there.  They really were adorable.  The three men sauntered forward wearing muggle cowboy hats.  Harry almost spit out his pumpkin juice as they started singing in country voices  

“From that night on the fire was burning
And they sure did shine in its light
And he knew as long as the old world kept turning
He wanted her by his side
So with a ring and a nervous smile
And some lines that he'd rehearsed
He said the sweetest words that she'd ever heard

And she said yes
To his whole hearted request

And they held on for dear life
'til the last stars fade
They won't let go
It's beyond their control
They lit a flame with the match god had made
When she said yes …”
Kandi, Grace and Mary stepped forward, each with a bouquet in their hands.

“Spring is here,

the sky is blue.

Whoa! the birds all sing as if they knew.

Today's the day, we'll say, "I do"

and we'll never be lonely anymore.
Because we're going to the chapel and we're gonna get married.

Going to the chapel and we're gonna get married.

Gee, I really love you and we're gonna get married.

Going to the chapel of looooooove….”

The eight of them formed a line and bowed dramatically, as the guests applauded.

“But seriously,”  said Michael, stepping forward.  “We, as your closest friends want to wish you all the luck in the world.  And now, it’s time for you to share your first dance as husband and wife.”  Upon seeing the terrified looks on their faces, he promptly added,  “and no, we won’t be singing.”

Nate stood and offered his hand to Niema.  She was glowing as he led her to the dance floor where the music softly started …

Strange and beautiful

Are the stars tonight

That dance around your head

In your eyes I see that perfect world

I hope that doesn't sound too weird

And I want all the world to know

That your love's all I need

All that I need

And if we're lost

Then we are lost together

Yea if we're lost

Then we are lost together

I stand before this faceless crowd

And I wonder why I bother

So much controlled by so few

Stumbling from one disaster to another

They were oblivious to the roomful of people watching them as they danced, lost in each other.  Harry couldn’t help the smile that formed on his lips as he observed his daughter’s obvious joy.

I've heard it all so many times before

It's all a dream to me now

A dream to me now

And if we're lost

Then we are lost together

Yea if we're lost

Then we are lost together

In the silence of this whispered night

I listen only to your breath

And that second of a shooting star

Somehow it all makes sense

And I want all the world to know

That your love's all I need

All that I need

And if we're lost

Then we are lost together

Yea if we're lost

Then we are lost together….
As the song ended, Nate approached the table, as Niema headed for Oliver’s.  


“May I have this dance, Mrs. Potter?”  He asked politely.  It was tradition to dance with your spouse’s parents, so Niema was stepping onto the floor with Nate’s father.  

Harry just wanted it to be his turn.

“So, one down, two to go then,”  remarked Ron from beside him.

“Don’t even go there mate!  One was enough, thank you.  Besides,”  he added,  “isn’t it your turn next?  You’ve still got one left to go.”

“Matt?”

“Yeah.  When’s that going to happen.”

“Oh,”  said Hermione from Ron’s other side,  “Matt takes after his father, it could be awhile.”

Harry tried to hide his laughter at Ron’s offended look.  “You owe me a dance for that one,”  he pouted as he took her hand and led Hermione to the center of the room.

“Care to dance?”

Harry grinned at the sound of Ginny’s voice in his ear.  A shiver ran up and down his spine.  It was amazing how much he loved her.  He stood and took her arm in his.  The dance floor was filling up, and he noticed Niema dancing with Matt, laughing at something he must have said.

“She looks beautiful, doesn’t she?”  asked Ginny as he twirled her around the room.

“She does Gin.  She’s happy.”

Ginny nodded and rested her head on his chest.  Harry closed his eyes and smiled.  Life couldn’t get any better than this.

~~*~~

Hogwarts burning, men in grey robes taking staff and students away into the forbidden forest as Niema could do little more than watch. Her father struggled against his binds, calling out desperately for her mother.

Another flash. 

Remus Lupin, looking thin and worn, sitting in the corner of a cell, his hands and legs bound.

~~*~~

As Niema Wood broke out of her dream, she wanted to scream in frustration. Even the feeling of her husband by her side could offer her no comfort. She hadn't had a dream like this one since the year her father had been returned to her. She didn't know what to make of it.

~~ Fin ~~
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