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Summary: 
              When Harry Potter finished Year 8 at Stonewall High he didn’t expect his perfectly normal life to be turned upside down in just a few short weeks. Instead of joining his friends as they enter Year 9, Harry is plucked from the dreary Muggle world and dropped into a weird and wonderful world of wands and wizards instead. But as Harry tries to knuckle down and fit in, he must deal with murderous escaped convicts and high expectations only to find he was never very normal at all.
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Chapter 1 – Letters
Harry Potter had lived with his aunt, Petunia, her husband, Vernon Dursley, and their son, Dudley for as long as he could remember. Harry’s parents had died in an accident when he was only a year old, and with no other living relatives, Harry had been sent to live with his aunt. Life at Number Four, Privet Drive hadn’t been so bad, although Harry did think sometimes in his moodier moments that was only because he had nothing to compare it to.

Harry and Dudley had attended the same primary school, and although Dudley had never been especially nasty to Harry, the other boy had always been a bit of a bully, which meant that Harry had lacked close friends through fear of his cousin. It had improved massively after the end of primary school when Dudley went to Smeltings—a stuffy public school which the Dursleys could only afford due to special legacy discounts from Vernon’s own attendance as a schoolboy—and Harry went to the local comprehensive school, Stonewall High.

At first, Harry had been a little bit jealous of Dudley, and more than a bit afraid of going to Stonewall High where everyone said the older students flushed incoming year sevens’ heads in the toilets on the first day. Even so, he had relished the opportunity to be known as someone other than Dudley Dursley’s weird cousin, and at least the school uniform didn’t have a stupid hat or stick attached to it.

In the end he hadn’t needed to worry at all, as he made fast friends with several students from some of the other primary schools in Stonewall’s catchment area on the very first day, and he’d stuck with them ever since. The rumours about the older students turned out to be completely false—most of them were totally uninterested in the year sevens. Harry’s first year passed into his second in almost the blink of an eye, and then his second was already almost over.

It was the last day of term of year eight—the very last day of school before the summer holidays. Thankfully the teachers had long since given up on trying to teach, and the last week of term had been spent drawing, watching films, and generally chilling out after the end of exams.

Harry lounged in his chair and pushed the piece of paper with his hangman on it to Stevie, his best friend at school—and in general.

“Okay, try this one.”

Stevie ignored him, and instead stared at the TV, where Miss Jones had put on a taped compilation of Mr Bean episodes.

“Oi, Stevie! It’s your turn.”

Stevie turned to look down at the paper.

“Oh, um… um… A,” he said.

“Yes,” said Harry. He took the paper back and marked As down where they were in his hangman word.

“Okay, what about V?”

“No!” said Harry. “Try again.”

“Ugh! Stop being boring, you two!” said Olivia, leaning over from the table she shared with Sophia Thomas, interrupting. “Let me tell your future! C’mon, it’s really fun!” She waggled her paper fortune teller at the two boys.

Stevie gave an exaggerated sigh.

“Go on then,” he said.

“Harry, you should go first,” said Olivia. “Ask me anything!” She paused. “Well, not anything… you know what I mean.”

Harry considered what he could ask. Girls usually wanted boys to ask things like ‘Does so-and-so fancy me?’ or ‘Will I get married?’ or even ‘How many kids will I have?’, but Harry didn’t feel like asking for anything like that. For one, he didn’t care about the answer to any of those questions, and for two, he didn’t want to give Olivia the opportunity to ambush him with something awful like ‘Sophia Thomas fancies you and you’re going to marry her and have ten kids’.

Instead, he thought of a completely neutral—from Olivia’s perspective, anyway—question.

“Will my cousin Dudley finally have lost the weight when he comes home from Smeltings this year?”

Olivia’s face fell, but she recovered really quickly.

“Alright. Pick a number.”

“Erm… Five?”

“No, it has to be from one to four.” She rolled her eyes, as if Harry had said something especially stupid.

“Oh, sorry. Three?”

Olivia moved the paper fortune teller through the motions and then stopped.

“Pick one of these colours.” She pointed down towards the inside of the fortune teller.

Harry decided at random.

“Blue.”

Olivia moved the fortune teller four times to match the number of letters in the word blue, and then gave her next instruction.

“Pick another number!”

“Alright, two.”

 Olivia moved the paper fortune teller two more steps and then revealed the answer to Harry’s question.

“Yes!” she said, and giggled. “Well, we know this doesn’t work then, since that’s never going to happen.” She handed Harry the fortune teller. “Okay, now it’s your turn to do my fortune!”

“Do you fancy Sophia Thomas?” asked Olivia through a series of giggles. Next to her, Sophia turned bright red, but didn’t say anything.

Harry groaned, and pushed the fortune teller back at Olivia, who refused to take it. Harry had known this was what Olivia had wanted from the get-go, and he wasn’t having any of it.

“You can’t, you’ve got to do it, it’s your turn!” Olivia said. “It’s only a game, and it’s the last day of school…” She sighed and started to pout, and Harry knew it was better to just give in.

“Ugh, fine, I’ll do it,” said Harry, although he wasn’t happy. “Pick a number.”

“Four!”

Harry moved through the motions as quickly as he could, then asked the overly-eager girl to pick a colour. She chose yellow, and after Harry went through the motions for that, he asked for her final number. She chose three. After finishing, a strange feeling shot up right up the back of Harry’s neck, then back down his arm and through his hand—like what happened sometimes when he got especially angry or upset and something strange happened. He shook it off and then peeled open the inner page and read off the answer.

“It says, ‘No, never. Stop asking.’”

“No it doesn’t!” said Olivia. “I didn’t write that in there. What does it really say?”

Harry shrugged.

“It does say that. Look, Stevie, see?” Harry showed Stevie the fortune teller, then showed it to Olivia.

“But… It can’t say that,” said Olivia. She peeled open all four pages of the inside of the fortune teller. “I put ‘yes’ for every one, just as a joke, but… now they all say ‘No, never. Stop asking’!” She frowned. “You must have swapped it for a different one!” she said.

Harry turned red at the accusation. He hadn’t swapped them—he hadn’t had the time, nor the foreknowledge, to do so—but strange things did often happen around him, things that he couldn’t usually control and couldn’t ever explain. At his cousin’s eleventh birthday trip to the zoo Harry had spoken to a snake, and it had spoken back, which was admittedly rather strange in and of itself – but then the glass screen keeping the snake inside its exhibit had inexplicably disappeared, frightening his cousin and causing his uncle to nearly have a stroke as the snake slithered away hissing its farewell to Harry.

Several years before that, he’d ended up on the roof of his primary school when he could have sworn all he’d done was jump normally during a game of hopscotch. And not even two months ago Mr Piper had scheduled a mock maths exam for all of 8N and Harry hadn’t done any revision at all; he’d spent all day worrying about it until when the lesson came in the afternoon, every time Mr Piper tried handing out the exam sheet to Harry the window blew open and a freak gust of wind scattered every last one all over the room. Eventually Mr Piper had gotten so frustrated he stormed out of the room and the test hadn’t gone ahead.

So although he felt like he couldn’t have knowingly done anything to change the pouting girl’s fortune teller, he couldn’t strictly speaking insist that he hadn’t done anything truthfully. Not that he could say that to Stevie or Olivia, or anyone really—if he started to talk about what could only be described as psychic powers or magic or anything like that people would think he was a weirdo, and he’d had enough of that at primary school. He definitely didn’t want to become known as ‘that Potter boy who thinks he’s a wizard’. Harry knew it was sometimes better to lie than to tell the truth.

“Well, I bloody didn’t!” Harry said eventually. “How could I have? You both saw me! I just took the stupid thing off you and did exactly what I was supposed to.” He shrugged. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“But it doesn’t even say ‘yes’ once, and it said that when you asked your question,” said Olivia. She had unfolded the entire fortune teller to look at what it said on each part. “Look. I know I didn’t write that…” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t have.” Ske kept staring down at the paper fortune teller, turning it over and over in her hands.

“Well, I didn’t do anything,” said Harry. “So you must have.” He did feel a little bit uneasy at telling her that, since he thought maybe he had done something unusual, but what else could he have done? Better to lie than come off like a loon.

Thankfully, the school bell rang to signal the end of the lesson – and the school year with it – giving Harry the chance to change the subject and if necessary, escape.

“Alright, guys!” shouted Miss Jones over the cacophony of thirty children all suddenly packing away their things and getting excited at the end of the school year. “Have a great summer holiday and I’ll see you all again next year! Remember you don’t need to run, you can all just walk out the door slowly!”

Almost none of the children listened, Harry among them. He stuffed his things back into his backpack and shot up out of his chair, leaving a bewildered Olivia still sat in her chair staring at the fortune teller. Harry joined the melee at the classroom door and eventually found his way out. He sped off down the corridor and joined the mass of students on their way out of the school.

Once out of the school gates most of the students headed off towards the bus stops, but Harry lived close enough to the school that he didn’t need to bother. He didn’t mind walking, and in any case Olivia would have caught the same bus as him, since she lived on Wisteria Walk which was only a street over from Privet Drive, and Harry didn’t feel like an interrogation that afternoon.

After a while Stevie caught up to him, and fell into the place beside him.

“You alright, mate?”

Harry nodded.

“Good,” said Stevie. “Fancy going to hang out by the park for a bit?”

Harry nodded eagerly. Both his aunt and uncle would be gone until much later in the evening, as they had to collect Dudley from Smeltings and drive him home, so he had nowhere to be. Stevie’s parents both worked long hours and the other boy often had to let himself in, so he didn’t have anyone expecting him home for a few hours at least either. The park was close to Harry’s house and usually empty just after school, so Harry didn’t mind going there at all.

The pair made their way to the park, chatting amiably about all sorts of essentially unimportant things such as which teachers they could have the next year, and whether the headmaster would finally retire, to gossip about people at school.

When they reached the ramshackle, somewhat neglected park, they headed right for the lone pair of swings, dumped their backpacks against the posts, and leaned against the swing seats to chat. Eventually their conversation turned to Harry’s upcoming birthday.

“You’re still coming to my birthday, right?” asked Harry. “My aunt booked us a table at the Pizza Express in town, and I was thinking we should go and see Jurassic Park, as well.”

“Yeah, definitely!” said Stevie. “I wanted to go see it when it first came out but Mum said I had to do well in the exams! Who else is going?”

Harry shrugged.

“I was going to ask Olivia and Jessica, but then I would have had to invite Sophia as well, so I didn’t,” said Harry. “But I did ask Rishi and Johnny, and they said yes too. So my aunt just booked for four.”

Stevie stopped swinging.

“Which Johnny? Johnny B or Johnny F?”

“Don’t worry, Johnny B obviously!” Harry said, and laughed. He stopped swinging and took a look at his watch. “Oh, bugger! How is it five o’clock already? They’ll be back with Dudley soon… I’d better go and make sure I’m there before they are. You know how my aunt gets when she doesn’t know where I am…”

Stevie grimaced and nodded.

“No worries. I’ll see you at the weekend, or next week, anyway,” said the other boy. “And then on your birthday definitely!”

“See you later!” said Harry. He slid off the swing, picked up his backpack, and set off for home. The park was just on Wisteria Walk, so he didn’t have far to go to reach Privet Drive anyway. He passed a series of identical detached houses, distinguished only by the colours of the doors and the flowers in the small front gardens, until he reached Number 4, the house he shared with his aunt, uncle, and in the school holidays, his cousin.

Harry fished in his trouser pocket for his key, then unlocked the door to let himself in. He dumped his bag at the bottom of the stairs and switched on the television before heading into the kitchen to make himself a sandwich. Last year they’d got home with Dudley at quarter to six, and hadn’t had anything for dinner until gone seven.

He took his sandwich into the living room and flopped down into his uncle’s chair to watch television while he waited.

*

Harry spent the next fortnight alternating between lounging about the house taking turns with Dudley to control the television, and spending time around Little Whinging with those of his friends who lived near.

Harry woke to the sound of Mr Jones’s lawnmower as it battled the menace of unkempt grass. He stayed in bed for several minutes after that, hoping to get back to sleep, but it was a non-starter.

Harry sighed and got up off his bed. It was still early enough that soon, his aunt Petunia would be knocking on his door and screeching for him to attend breakfast—although quite why she wanted him and Dudley there every day when it clearly made the experience of eating worse for all involved was beyond Harry—so he pre-empted her and slunk downstairs to help lay the table.

Harry ignored Vernon’s muttering at the television as he walked past the living room and entered the kitchen where his aunt stood at the stove appearing to cook, but Harry knew she was actually peering out the window to see what the neighbours were up to. Harry thought she looked like a bony giraffe, always craning her neck to see just what Mrs Jones, one door down, or Mr Parker, one door up, were doing in their gardens. God forbid Mr Gupta, one up opposite, had family visiting—once, Harry thought his aunt’s head would pop clean off as she tried to get a good view of his guests.

“Shall I set the table, Aunt Petunia?” he asked. Petunia shook her head.

“Watch the bacon and eggs,” she said, stuffing a kitchen towel in her front pocket. “It’s time for Dudders to get up; he can’t stay in bed all morning although Lord knows he would!”

Harry just nodded and turned towards the bacon and eggs. They were on too low, since his aunt spent more time looking out the window than cooking, so he turned them up a bit and got himself a glass of water as his aunt rushed out of the room. He peered out the window himself, and grinned when he saw that the Joneses were doing something in the street with their car and some suitcases.

Going on holiday probably, he thought, which meant his aunt had gone upstairs to look out the window at them. No doubt breakfast would be sprinkled with comments about tacky suitcases or whatever perfectly normal thing Mrs Jones had been wearing.

After only a few minutes Petunia reappeared in the kitchen followed by a sleepy and frown-faced Dudley holding his Smeltings stick, even though school was over for the year. The tall, almost too-thin, woman immediately got out a glass and some orange juice for Dudley, and then took over the eggs and bacon with a mumbled ‘thank you, Harry’.

“Both of you out! Duddy, darling, be a popsy and say good morning to Daddy; Harry, don’t be a nuisance, you know how your uncle gets in the mornings.”

Harry moved out of the kitchen quickly to avoid Dudley’s stick, which he had been using to poke Harry on and off since receiving it. He slipped into the living room quietly in the hope that Dudley’s entrance would make him invisible to his uncle, but no such luck.

“What was that your aunt said about you being a nuisance, boy?” he said, peering over the paper.

“She said not to be one, not that I was being one,” Harry said quickly. If not appeased, Vernon was apt to hand out pointless tasks like they were sweets.

“Hmmm.” Vernon put the paper down and looked over Harry and Dudley. “The both of you going to spend the whole day indoors again? When I was your age…”

“Dad, there’s cartoons on,” said Dudley in reply, reaching forward with a fat hand to grab at the television remote on Vernon’s side-table. He sat down on the sofa and threw its many lacy cushions onto the floor, and started pushing buttons to locate his favourite channel.

Harry didn’t wait long before he sat down, too, although as far away from Dudley as he could manage. During the summers they had to take turns deciding which channel to watch, although Dudley always seemed to ‘forget’ when it was Harry’s turn. Mercifully the main channels really only ever seemed to show things aimed at children Harry and Dudley’s age in the summer, so it wasn’t so bad really.

After only a few minutes the letterbox clanged, and Vernon looked up briefly from his paper.

“Dudley, get the post, there’s a good lad,” he said.

Dudley grunted.

“Make Harry do it.”

“Harry, get the post.”

“Make Dudley do it,” said Harry, “he could do with the exercise.”

“Harry, just go get the post. There’s a good lad,” said Vernon.

Harry, not having to be told again, shot up from his footstool and went to collect the post. It wasn’t fair, of course, since he never got any letters addressed to him anyway, except from school, but Vernon never liked to get the post at the weekend.

He picked up the stack of letters and sorted through them idly. One was a postcard from Petunia’s friend Yvonne on holiday somewhere warm and nice, another some kind of circular for his uncle, a magazine for his aunt, and a strange-looking letter on something Harry was sure wasn’t paper addressed, inexplicably, to him.

Harry stared at the letter – his letter, his first letter – and traced the ornate wax seal with his finger. It’s definitely a fancy letter, he thought, but he had trouble imagining what sort of person would send a wax-sealed letter on fancy paper to Harry Potter. Nevertheless someone had done so, and they had even gotten his bedroom right.


  Mr Harry Potter



  Number 4 Privet Drive,



  The Smallest Bedroom,



  Little Whinging, Surrey


Harry hadn’t ever heard of people getting letters addressed down to the bedroom, but then he hadn’t ever seen a letter quite like the one he held in his hands, either.

“Got lost on the way, did you?” shouted Vernon from the living room. Harry ignored him. Instead he took one more look at the letter – noting again the collection of animals on some sort of crest pressed into the wax seal – and then tucked his letter under his t-shirt before returning to give his uncle the letters.

He sat back down on the footstool, this time angled away from his uncle, and started to open his letter.

“Dad, Harry’s got a letter,” said Dudley suddenly. “He’s opening it and everything!”

“That is what you do with letters, yeah,” Harry said. He shrugged. “It’s addressed to me,” said Harry, “so I don’t see what it has to do with you.”

“Who’d be writing to… you,” said Vernon as he turned a worse shade of purple than usual. He got up from his chair faster than Harry had ever seen him move, though still with all the grace of a fish on land, and snatched the letter from Harry’s hands.

“No, you don’t!” said Vernon. “We’ll be having none of this, not in this house! We swore…” He left the room just as suddenly as he’d got up and stormed into the kitchen, where he immediately slammed the door shut behind him.

Harry looked at Dudley and then ran towards the kitchen door where he stuck his ear next to the edge of the door. It didn’t matter Harry had got there first, of course, since Dudley pushed him out of the way, but Harry pressed his ear to the bottom of the door to get a listen.

“Of course it’s them,” hissed Petunia. “Who else could it be? Look at the name, Vernon!”

“I thought so… but what should we do?” said Vernon. “We swore, we did, that when we took him in we’d put an end to all that nonsense… It’s just safer is what it is, for everyone.”

“Burn the letter,” suggested Petunia. “Maybe if we don’t answer they’ll leave it alone… Those people have done enough damage already. Heaven help us, they’ll have the sense to leave it be this time.”

From his listening post at the bottom of the door Harry heard someone open and close the kitchen draws, although neither his aunt nor his uncle spoke again. A few moments later Vernon opened the kitchen door and ushered the two boys in.

“Where’s my letter?” demanded Harry.

“What letter?” said Vernon as he sat down at the kitchen table. “You didn’t get any letters.”

“Breakfast is ready,” said Petunia, full of cheer as she plated up three sets of breakfast – a heap of eggs and bacon with four sausages for Vernon, a ‘child’s portion’ with only three sausages for Dudley, and a much more appropriately sized version for Harry.

Defeated, Harry sat down to breakfast and wondered about his letter.

*

The following morning Harry had been given twice the usual number of household tasks. It had started with a clipped, ‘water the plants, please’ from his aunt Petunia, followed by a ‘sort out the videotapes’ from his uncle Vernon, who reckoned it would take Harry until ‘at least up to lunch’. Harry knew they had been trying to get his mind off the letter that had arrived for him the previous day, but it had practically been all he’d thought about that morning anyway. He thought that if letter had been something important whoever had sent it would try again. He would just have to wait and see.

Harry put another one of his aunt’s fitness videos (that he had never seen her use and which he suspected never had been used) into its place in the video cabinet. The job, he decided, wouldn’t have been quite so large if Dudley didn’t keep putting videos back into whichever random case he found.

Harry looked at the pile of ‘to-be-sorted’ tapes on the floor. His uncle had taken Dudley out into the garden to supervise him using the lawnmower, and his aunt had taken the opportunity to clean upstairs without distraction, so Harry didn’t have anyone watching over him or getting in the way, which meant he’d been making excellent progress. He decided to go get himself a glass of orange juice from the kitchen.

Harry took a glass out of the cupboard and then went to the fridge to get the orange juice, seizing the opportunity to grab a fat strawberry from the box, and poured himself a drink.


  TAP TAP TAP!


Harry jumped in his spot and nearly dropped his glass when he saw, tapping at the kitchen window, an owl. A fairly large owl with brown feathers and talons that, if they scratched the window, would be entirely Harry’s fault.

“Is that a letter?” he said, peering closely at the owl—from a safe distance, since he’d been wary of the permanence of glass ever since the Birthday Incident. He leaned over to open the window when a loud, piercing shriek accompanied by a furious stomping from upstairs distracted him.

Petunia came thundering down the stairs quicker – and harder – than Harry had ever seen her move before, followed by a nominally awake Dudley several moments later.

“Don’t you dare!” Petunia said as she waved her towel at the owl. “Not today!”  

The owl, to its credit, simply tapped on the window again.

“Vernon! Vernon! Do something!”

As Harry’s uncle was in the garden with Dudley, his aunt’s shrieking resulted in only a startled and frustrated owl, but Harry had seen enough of his aunt’s hysterics to realise saying so would be unhelpful. He moved out of the way of the window just in case she decided to get proactive.

“I think the owl has a letter, Aunt Petunia,” he decided to say instead.

“Vernon! Vernon!” shouted Petunia again, and after what seemed to Harry an agonisingly long time, the large man appeared in the kitchen doorway, his only slightly less large son behind him. “It’s an owl! With a letter!”

At this, Harry’s whale of an uncle lurched into action, brushing Harry aside as he grasped the first thing he found – a wooden spoon – which he rapped on the window in an attempt to scare the bird off. When it didn’t work, Vernon grunted and swore, then opened the window to poke at the owl with his spoon.

Instead of flying away properly chastised as his uncle no doubt intended, the owl sailed past the thronged Dursleys to drop a letter into Harry’s hands, left its mess on the floor and flew away. In the ensuing chaos as the Dursleys struggled to understand exactly what had happened, Harry looked down at the letter in his hands and saw that it was (again) a letter for him. A fancy letter written on a strange kind of paper and delivered by an owl, but a letter addressed to him nevertheless. It must have been the same people sending it, even if they had used an owl this time instead of the Royal Mail.

Before he could even think of opening it Harry’s aunt snatched it from his hands and stuffed it into her pocket. Then, she turned to the sink and pretended to wash up the dishes and plates she had already washed that morning, as if nothing at all had happened.

“Why does Harry get a letter from an owl and I don’t?” said Dudley, wringing up his face into the tell-tale sign of a feigned tantrum.

“I want my letter,” said Harry firmly as he placed his glass onto the kitchen counter. “An owl delivered it right to me! It’s mine and I want it, you can’t keep it away from me.” He stomped his foot on the floor and the glass of orange juice shattered where it sat on the counter, spilling the juice and sending glass across the room.

“Bloody, fucking, owls!” said Vernon. “Get out! Both of you! Now!”

He ushered both Harry and Dudley out of the kitchen, then slammed shut the door. Harry stood, mouth agape, since it was a rare thing indeed for his cousin to be dismissed like that. Usually Dudley’s tantrums resulted in everything he’d wanted and more, which was why he kept having them.

“Who keeps writing to you?” said Dudley crossly. He thumped Harry on the arm hard as he walked past him to go to the living room, while Harry pressed his ear to the door to listen to his aunt and uncle – to no avail, as the pair had seemingly learned to communicate via telepathy, as neither Dursley said anything Harry could hear.

*

On Thursday morning Vernon had decided not to go to work so he could catch the Thursday post, which Harry had never known him to do but which he knew had to be because of Harry’s letters, and his aunt had spent the morning packing suitcases for everyone in the family.

His best guess was that his aunt and uncle had decided to avoid the letters entirely by just leaving the house, which he had to admit was a good plan since even if the owls knew where he lived and could carry letters to him, it would be impossible for them to know where he was going to be.

Harry had been sent to his room to collect some of his things for the journey with a warning to ‘be quick about it’, so he pocketed his yoyo, a set of travel games in case Dudley was something approaching agreeable, grabbed a couple of his books, and then left his bedroom. He snuck a look at Dudley’s room as he passed, and saw that his cousin had attempted to fit his computer, telly, and several other toys in his travel bag, and failed. He sniggered.

“Decided not to take your bike then, Duds?” he said. “Good choice – I mean, it’s not like you can fit on it anyway, right?”

Harry left before Dudley worked out what he’d said, and went downstairs to sit in the living room where his uncle Vernon stood looking over a variety of maps of the UK and Ireland.

“Uncle Vernon,” said Harry slowly, “where exactly are we going?”

Vernon ignored him and muttered something as he circled a few different locations on his maps with a red pen. “Yes, yes… that’ll do,” he said, then he frowned and opened another map – this time a roadmap that looked like France.  “Can’t send letters to France, can they!” he said, and chuckled to himself, still ignoring Harry.

Harry shrugged and sat on his footstool. He had never been to France or anywhere outside of Great Britain, although Harry didn’t know whether he even had a passport. He found that he didn’t mind all that much where they went, so long as they were back in time for his birthday. If it looked like they weren’t going to be, Harry was ready to say something.

He slyly took the television remote and switched the channel to something a bit more interesting – Vernon had it on some awful morning chat show where they were talking about some sort of escaped convict – and watched it quietly for the next hour.  

In that time his uncle and had come and gone, fetching new maps and scribbling on bits and pieces of paper, and every now and again would ask Petunia (who had finished packing) something in hushed tones with furtive glances at Harry. At one point Vernon spent an awkward ten minutes on the phone to his sister to cancel her upcoming visit – something which Harry thought was the best possible outcome for all involved even if they hadn’t been about to go on an impromptu holiday.

Dudley hadn’t come downstairs all morning since being told to pick toys to take with him, though nobody – least of all Harry – had really paid Dudley that much thought until it was time to go.

Harry had been sent to the car already to wait on his own, which was a marvel in itself, whilst Petunia tried coaxing Dudley out of his bedroom. The problem hinged on what Dudley wanted to bring with him, which as far as Harry could tell, included almost everything in his bedroom (with the exception of his books, which were only ever used to throw at Harry anyway).

About fifteen minutes later, a white-faced Petunia came out of the house followed by a scowling Vernon leading Dudley – red-faced and rubbing his bottom – out of the house. Without anyone saying a word, although Dudley occasionally whimpered, the Dursleys and Harry left Privet Drive quickly.

After a few hours of driving – north, Harry thought, but only because Surrey was already almost as far south as you could go and still be in England – Dudley had recovered enough his of dignity to ask, loudly, where they were going and whether there would be a television there. After about an hour of Dudley asking, and being ignored, Petunia turned to the back of the car to address him.

“Duddy, darling, we’re here, and we’re going to stay the night near to where Mummy used to live, isn’t that nice?” she said, and although she said it with a smile, Harry could see it was strained. Still, he’d learnt something he never knew about his own mum, which is that she had lived wherever ‘here’ was. He sat up straighter in his seat to have a look around, and saw row after row of thin terraced houses, and eventually he spotted a grimy sign that read COKEWORTH, although it looked like someone had scratched out the E. Harry spent the rest of the journey looking out at the streets and buildings, imagining that in one park, his mum had played as a little girl, or that in another, she’d met his dad. Eventually, as the summer night got darker, the car pulled up to a dingy little hotel. Flickering lights above the entrance told Harry it was called The Railview Hotel, and Harry found himself being ushered inside a grotty reception area.

Vernon stepped up to the desk and checked in – apparently having booked over the telephone, although Harry hadn’t seen him do it before they’d left – and upon hearing the name ‘Dursley’, Harry noticed the receptionist got a bit of a funny look and set the room keys down behind the desk.

She paused, then looked under the desk for something.

“Is there a Harry Potter with you, by any chance?” she said, pulling out a wad of letters. “Only, we have all these, they’re addressed to your room number, you see, and they’ve even got ‘The Dursley Room’ on them, and they arrived this afternoon not long after you made the booking…”

Harry looked on in amazement as his uncle spluttered something incomprehensible, and his aunt snatched the letters from the receptionist. He eyed the wad hungrily, and thought quite hard on whether he could manage to nick one without his aunt realising.

“Thank you very much,” said Petunia with a tight smile. “May we have the keys?”

Vernon, still spluttering and muttering darkly, guided Harry and Dudley away from the reception area as Petunia got the keys from the receptionist. As the Dursleys and Harry walked upstairs, the elder Dursleys carried on a hushed conversation Harry managed to overhear in bits and pieces.

“…leave the country, France…” said Vernon.

“…hasn’t got a passport,” said Petunia, followed by something hissed too low for him to hear, “…not supposed to just leave, anyway.”

“…interfering so-and-sos,” said Vernon, “bloody freaks … ought to write a letter to the Queen,” he said.

“We should…” said Petunia, “…they don’t like public places,” she said. “Here we are,” she said eventually and loudly as she located their room. Dudley practically ran in as soon as the door opened in search of a television, whilst Harry had to be herded in by his uncle. Petunia remained outside the room for several minutes, and when she returned, Harry could see no trace of his letters.

After a tense argument with his aunt, Harry sat on his collapsible bed – Dudley had taken the standard single, which Harry supposed was fair since he wouldn’t have fit on the collapsible one anyway – and eventually drifted off to sleep thinking about his upcoming birthday and owls that delivered letters.

*

Breakfast at the Railview turned out to be what Vernon called ‘cheap and cheerful’, though judging by the look on Petunia’s face, Harry could tell she didn’t share his enthusiasm for that fact. The long-faced woman kept looking around the somewhat cramped dining room at the Railview as if waiting for one of the neighbours to catch her in such a place, and had even at one point taken antiseptic wipes from her purse to wipe over the cutlery and table. When her breakfast had arrived – two slices of toast and a bottle of water – she had picked at it listlessly, eventually setting it to one side and staring off out of the room’s solitary, netted window silently with an occasional anxious glance at her watch.

Vernon seemed entirely oblivious to his wife’s displeasure at her surroundings, and instead tucked in to his ‘Belly Buster Breakfast’ with gusto, only pausing to make rude remarks about one thing or another, his favourite subjects being the ‘European Community’ and ‘single teenage mothers’. Dudley, whenever his father stopped talking, nodded and filled the silence with his own comments and observations.

Everyone ignored Harry, but Harry found he didn’t really mind. The dining room was empty apart from the Dursleys, Harry, and the tiniest man Harry had ever seen sitting in the corner nearest the door. Harry thought his uncle must not have noticed the little man, since he never usually missed an opportunity to comment on oddly-dressed strangers, which the man surely was. The tiny man wore a smart suit complete with overcoat with tails and a top-hat in a style that Harry assumed had last been fashionable a hundred and fifty years earlier, but which was emerald green and looked brand new, and was wholly out of place for somewhere like the Railview Hotel.

“We need to decide where we’re going,” said Petunia eventually in the lull between Vernon and Dudley speaking. “We can’t stay here, they already know we’re here,” she said in a hushed tone. “I should have realised… Maybe we should have gone to Wales instead.”

“I’ve got some ideas about that,” said Vernon smugly, “don’t you worry, Pet. I’ve had a look and found a nice little place, out-of-the-way, see. No postman and too far for any… any funny business with owls. Too far for them to fly, you’ll see. It’s the perfect place!”

Petunia made a non-committal noise Harry had only ever heard directed at people outside the family before, then shook her head.

“These… people,” she said slowly, “don’t think like we do. They aren’t like normal people, Vernon. You remember the—” Petunia said, but then stopped herself. “Well, they do have rules, and I think we should stay somewhere very public. They don’t like normal people seeing them go about their business. It’s a small mercy but it’s the one we have.”

“If this is about my letter,” said Harry in what he hoped was a very firm tone, “I think you should just tell me what’s going on.” It was his letter, after all, and both his aunt and uncle seemed to know something about the people who had sent it. Enough that Harry thought they should tell him, at least. “And then I can decide what we do.”

“Shut up, Harry,” said Vernon.

“Be quiet, Harry, your uncle and I are talking,” said Petunia.

This brief agreement in what should be done ended as abruptly as it began, and the two grown-up Dursleys went straight back to arguing about what to do next. Harry hadn’t expected his demand to actually work, but it would have been nice for it to have been considered.

Harry and even Dudley stared as the pair witnessed the first proper argument between the elder Durlseys that either boy could remember, consisting mainly of ‘now see here’s from Vernon and ‘I do see, Vernon’s from Petunia, with the occasional hushed reference to Harry and the mysterious people the family apparently, and quite suddenly, needed to hide from.

“Have you ever heard them argue like this before?” asked Harry of Dudley quietly. The other boy shook his head.

“Once, they had row about something Mum said to Mrs Jones, but that wasn’t anything like this,” said Dudley frowning. All three Dursleys and Harry were interrupted by a soft but authoritative cough from next to their table.

The arguing stopped and everyone looked in the direction of the voice to find the small middle-aged man in the green suit had got up and walked towards their table. He didn’t cut a particularly imposing figure.

“I am terribly sorry to interrupt what is clearly a deeply personal family matter,” said the tiny man, his tone surprisingly firm and not at all apologetic, “but there are arrangements to be made, and I see now that waiting until later is not an option.”
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Vernon stopped his rant abruptly and looked the small man up and down. Now that he had stood up, Harry thought he was even tinier – perhaps shorter even than Harry and Dudley were, although he couldn’t be sure without standing up himself.

“And who are you, then?” Vernon said, brandishing his fork at the small man. “This is a family matter, as you yourself said, sir!”

“Ah! I should introduce myself,” he said and turned towards Harry. “Forgive me, Mr Potter! Mr and Mrs Dursley,” he added as an afterthought. “My name is Professor Flitwick, and I am the Head of Ravenclaw House and Master of Charms at a school called Hogwarts. Perhaps you are familiar with the institution?”

Harry shook his head. He’d never even heard of a ‘Hogwarts’, which was a funny sort of name for a school. Harry supposed it had been Hogwarts sending the letters, then, and it seemed like an appropriate name for a school that would employ someone like this Flitwick fellow.

“Is that where the letters came from? Only, I didn’t get a chance to read them, sir,” he said with only a brief glance towards his pale-faced aunt and apoplectic uncle.

“He’ll not be going,” said Vernon. “There you are, we’ve declined his place.”

Professor Flitwick ignored Vernon and addressed Petunia instead. “Mrs Dursley, your personal experience notwithstanding, I was led to believe a letter had been written detailing both the general  and the specific points and left with you both, many years ago,” he said, addressing the elder Dursleys, and then paused. “Forgive me the intrusion, but… Does Mr Potter even know the circumstances surrounding his placement with you? What his parents did, who they were? How they died?”

“He knows that they died in an … accident,” Petunia said, her voice shaky. “But the rest was—well, there was never a good time to tell him…” She didn’t seem able to look Flitwick in the eye, and instead looked down at the table.

“That is quite irresponsible!” admonished the little man. “It is hardly as if Mr Potter can stop being a wizard, no more than you can sprout wings and fly!”

“Now listen, you,” said Vernon, who had got up from his seat, “you’ve got no right to interfere like this! My wife has lost enough—Bloody magic wands and secret wars nobody needs! He’s happy enough at Stonewall High, and that’s the end of it!”

Professor Flitwick ignored Vernon and instead smiled kindly at Harry, and took a letter from his pocket and handed it to the wide-eyed boy.

“Mr Potter, I have come here today to offer you at place at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, the premier magical school in Europe and dare I say, perhaps even the world. It is a great honour to attend, and your name has been on the list since you were born.” The man smiled again. “I had the pleasure of teaching both of your parents, in fact. But it seems that you have not been told the relevant facts, so I shall set it out like I would for a prospective muggleborn student. May I sit?”

“Hang on,” said Harry. He needed to get to grips with one important fact before anything else happened. “My parents were—were wizards? Actual magical wizards, not—not stage magicians?”

Without waiting for permission to sit, the diminutive professor took out a long, thin stick from his suit pocket that was far too big to have fitted, waved it about, and a chair appeared out of thin air. Dudley made a funny squeaking noise, Petunia buried her face in her hands, and Vernon sank back down into his own chair, defeated. Flitwick simply sat down.

“This is a wand,” said Flitwick, “and what you have just witnessed was a magical spell. Wizards and witches use wands to perform feats of magic both simple and complex! Our world is largely separated from the Muggle world you know already, and most wizards and witches – although not all! – live in communities separate from Muggles or on isolated homesteads. Your parents were, of course, a wizard and witch of considerable talent and standing in our community, and so it is not surprising that you yourself inherited their magical abilities and therefore have been invited to attend Hogwarts. Do you understand so far?”

Harry nodded. It was easy to follow, even if it would have sounded absolutely bonkers had Flitwick not demonstrated magic—or if Harry didn’t already have a string of strange occurrences to his name.

“Wonderful!” said Flitwick. “We’ll make a Ravenclaw of you yet, mark my words! Some years before your birth our world experienced a period of turmoil culminating in a war against a man whom most people called You-Know-Who.”

“Stupid name,” muttered Vernon just loud enough to hear, along with a string of other comments Harry tuned out.

“You-Know-Who targeted his strongest and most vocal opponents, amongst whom your parents numbered, and eventually targeted them personally,” said Flitwick after flicking his wand at a now-silent Vernon. “He killed your parents and after, attempted to kill you but was, inexplicably, unable to do so. You-Know-Who disappeared, and you were left with that scar and entered into the care of your remaining family.”

“My parents were murdered?” said Harry finally, staring at his aunt. “You told me—you told me they died in a—a freak accident! You said they were just, just—unemployed—but they were fighting in a war!”

“It was to keep us all safe,” Petunia said, tears in her eyes. “Murdered by a man with no name because of some stupid war over nothing! How could we have told you that? And then that one day, they’d expect you go to back even though nothing had changed!”

“The war is over now,” said Flitwick simply. “It ended the night your sister and her husband died, madam!”

“The last time one of your lot got in contact with us,” said Petunia eventually, her voice like steel, “it was to tell me my sister was dead. They said that we still had to—had to remain vigilant, that we were—and Harry was—still in danger from—well, from whoever was left. It’s why we’ve never taken him out of the country! And now you want to—you want to take him back? To the place you said wasn’t safe? Forgive me if I’m not jumping for joy at the thought.”

“I appreciate your concerns, madam,” said Flitwick. “But the situation has changed. Harry will be thirteen soon, and it is time for him to attend Hogwarts. This recent news regarding Sirius Black is admittedly of concern, but you can rest assured that any and all practical measures have been taken to ensure the safety of all students, including and especially Harry, again given the circumstances.”

Petunia frowned at the mention of Sirius Black.

“The murderer? From the news? I thought it had to be one of us because otherwise it wouldn’t be on television… but surely it couldn’t be… It isn’t the same Sirius Black, is it?” Petunia said. “I knew there was something odd when they didn’t say where he’d escaped from…”

“There is reason to believe,” said Flitwick after a long and tense pause, “that in addition to the murders for which he was convicted, Sirius Black was involved in the death of Lily and James. This is, of course, part of the reason why we must insist that Harry attend Hogwarts on time with the rest of his cohort: it will be much safer for him there than at your home.” Flitwick paused again. “Safer for you three, as well.”

“Safer? Safer to go to a place where a man’s best friends are involved in his murder?” said Petunia.

“I want to go,” said Harry, interrupting. Flitwick and his aunt had argued long enough in his opinion, and Harry wanted his own say. He looked down at the letter Flitwick had given him. He was happy at Stonewall High, but to be given the opportunity to attend his parents’ old school, to join a secret society full of wizards and learn how to do magic was like something out of his wildest fantasies.

Suddenly everything about the strange events that happened around him, like the disappearing glass and the weirdness with Olivia’s fortune teller, had an explanation. Not a particularly normal explanation, but an explanation nonetheless. He wasn’t mad. He wasn’t weird. He was a wizard.

Everything else seemed inconsequential.

Vernon slammed his fist down on the table, and after a brief motion from Flitwick, immediately started shouting.

“When did your lot plan on telling us, sir, about the escape of that bloody lunatic? How long has this gone on, then?” he said. “We’ve been swanning about with no fucking idea—”

“Black is believed to have escaped this past Wednesday,” said Flitwick, cutting Vernon off, “a fact which would have been relayed to you and your family, and its significance, had you responded to Harry’s letters promptly.”

“You want the boy to uproot his entire life—he has friends, he goes to a normal school and gets good marks—to go someplace where an escaped murderer knows he’s going to be for most of the bloody year?” asked Vernon. “Where his parents and God only knows how many other people were killed? It’s bloody madness! Pet told me about what you lot are like, but I didn’t believe it! I should have!”

Harry, who had been day-dreaming about attending a school for magic, came crashing back down to Earth. He hadn’t thought about the particulars, but he realised that he would have to leave his friends behind. Hogwarts was a secret magical school, after all. The news about the escaped murderer did dampen his enthusiasm, but not nearly as much as the idea of leaving behind all his friends. Wizards would surely have police to deal with escaped prisoners, but making new friends was hard.

“Hogwarts is the safest place in Britain,” stated Flitwick. “There is nowhere safer for Harry in the entire country, and I daresay he would not be safer anywhere else in Europe. And indeed, he is not being asked to do anything more than any other muggleborn student has been asked to do—his own mother included. You should know that Aurors – a kind of magical police officer – will be present at the school, and will of course be watching your home until the situation with Black is resolved. You and your family, Harry included, will be completely safe, Mr and Mrs Dursley.”

“We shan’t be paying,” said Vernon suddenly, as if that solved everything. To Harry’s surprise, his aunt placed her hand in Vernon’s own and shook her head.

“That shall not be necessary, Mr Dursley,” said Flitwick. “Hogwarts is a non-fee-paying school, and—”

“But the boy’s things—” Vernon said.

“Stop, Vernon,” Petunia said. She didn’t look happy, but she had stopped crying. “We always knew—this is what they do—If Harry wants to go, he can go. We had to try, but—It’s what—it’s what Lily would have wanted. We knew that, even if… But we had to try.” She sighed.  “I just pray to God they know what they’re doing this time.”

Harry sat back in his chair, stunned. He certainly hadn’t expected his morning to turn out like this, and once it had, he hadn’t thought he would get a choice. His aunt’s response worried him, but at the same time…

“You’re sure it’s safe? Even with this Black escaped and everything else?” Harry asked.

Flitwick nodded.

“As safe as can be.”

Harry didn’t think that was quite the same as everything being safe, but it didn’t seem to matter, not next to the thought of learning actual magic.

“I’ll go, then.”

Harry opened his letter and read through it whilst Flitwick made arrangements with a thoroughly pacified but decidedly unenthusiastic Dursley family, and marvelled at the list of strange things he would need to bring to school.

Cauldrons and brass scales, books about mushrooms and plants and Transfiguration (whatever that was), and not a single maths book in sight! He would need a wand, of course, but he knew that because Flitwick had already said—and wizards dressed even more strangely, it seemed, since he was meant to bring a ‘full set’ of robes, including lounge-robes, night robes, outer robes, school robes, and a pointed hat (unadorned).

It all sounded great, if more than a little odd, but Harry couldn’t even begin to think where he would go about purchasing all of these things. He would be allowed to bring an owl, a cat, or a toad, and he supposed he could get a cat from just about any pet shop, although an owl might be more difficult.

“Professor?” he asked quietly once the adults had stopped talking. “Where do they sell things like wands?”

“In Great Britain and Ireland, most of us buy our wands in Diagon Alley,” said Flitwick, “which is where we shall be going promptly. It is in London,” he added.

He stood up, made his chair disappear, and offered his arm to Harry.

“What I am going to do next is called ‘Side-Along Apparition’, and it is difficult magic which you will not learn until you are seventeen at least!” he said. “We are able to do this here only because I have made sure that the Muggles who run this hotel will not check on us. Wizards must always be careful not to attract the attention of Muggles who do not already know about magic; you must understand this as it is foundational to wizarding law. Take my arm, please.”

Harry stood up and took the small man’s arm with only the briefest of looks back at the Dursleys, and found himself sucked into some sort of spinning, whirling vortex through nowhere.

*

Harry stumbled as he rematerialized out of some odd magical void, and only avoided falling flat on his face because Professor Flitwick – who was evidently stronger than he looked – held him in place. The older wizard had transported them into what Harry thought was an alleyway attached to some sort of yard. Harry started to head towards the only door, but stopped when prompted by Professor Flitwick, who instead turned to the brick wall behind them where a single dour-faced wizard stood.

“Pay close attention, Mr Potter,” said Flitwick after nodding briefly to the man stood in front of the wall. He took out his wand and pointed it at one of the bricks. “You see this brick here? If you tap it with a wand like so,” he said, “it will open a doorway into Diagon Alley.”

Then Flitwick tapped the brick. As soon as he had done so the wall began to fold in on itself and rearrange its bricks to reveal a wide archway leading onto a crooked street filled with people.

“Wicked!” said Harry. “But how do I get here on my own? I mean, if I can’t do the Appeary-thingy until I’m older?”

“Behind us is an establishment called The Leakey Cauldron. It is quite famous in our world,” said Professor Flitwick. “It hides the entrance to Diagon Alley, and we will exit through there later today. I will show you how to return here, never worry! But for now, allow me the honour of welcoming you Diagon Alley, Mr Potter,” said Flitwick with a smile.

Harry stared down the crooked street with a burning desire to see more.

“Where do we go first?” he said.

“The bank,” said Flitwick. “Your parents left behind more than enough money to see to your education.” The small man stuck his hand in his pocket, then kept going until nearly his whole arm had disappeared into it. “Just a moment!” he said as he fished around in his pocket, until eventually he withdrew his arm and presented Harry with a small metal key.

“In accordance with the relevant Ministry laws, and as a Hogwarts representative acting in loco parentis to a Muggle-raised student of wizarding ancestry,” said the small man in an official sort of tone, “I present you with the key to your Gringotts vault, Mr Potter. Keep it safe!”

Harry took the key and grasped it in his hand. Getting a key to a secret vault full of money was the sort of thing that happened in spy dramas, not to Harry. But apart from the circumstances being what they were, to Harry the key just looked like a normal – if heavy – key.

“Thank you, sir,” he said.

As Professor Flitwick guided Harry towards Gringotts, Harry took the opportunity to look at the shopfronts as he passed them by. Posters containing a grim photograph of Sirius Black had been stuck to the walls of many of the shops, vying for attention with all sorts of different advertisements put up by the shopkeepers. The entire street had been built in a hodgepodge of different styles, all of them to some degree dated by Muggle standards, and almost every shop advertised things Harry had never even heard of.

“BILLYWIG STINGS! THREE KNUTS A PAIR!” shouted the letterbox of one door as Harry passed it. Harry looked above to doorway to find that the shop was something called an apothecary.

People in all sorts of different robes moved out of the way of Harry and Professor Flitwick as the pair walked down the street, and many of them shouted greetings to Professor Flitwick as he passed. Harry swore that several people had stopped to get a better look at him, too; Professor Flitwick had said he was a matter of historical record, but he hadn’t realised people would actually recognise him. Harry assumed it was the scar so he tried covering it with his hair, though he realised it hadn’t worked once he caught his reflection in a shop window.

“That’s him, the Potter boy,” whispered one woman loudly as she passed Harry.

Soon enough Professor Flitwick stopped at the very end of the narrow and crooked little street that opened onto a plaza. Two small cobbled roads led in opposite directions from the plaza, and opposite him and Flitwick Harry could see Gringotts Bank as it rose up from the street and towered above the other nearby buildings.

“A word of caution before we enter, Mr Potter,” said Professor Flitwick. “The goblins of Gringotts are a serious lot and view the gold in your vault as a sort of trust allowed to your family by Gringotts. The Ministry takes a different view of things, naturally, but it is always best to be aware of any potential points of conflict long before they can occur. So long as you have your key there will be no issues, but should you lose it, the Gringotts Dispute Resolution Team will make every effort to frustrate your ability to access your gold. It is even rumoured that the lowest levels of the bank contain security dragons, but how true that is I am not sure.”

“Right,” said Harry. “Then why do wizards have the Gringotts goblins handle the gold?”

“An excellent question, Mr Potter,” said Professor Flitwick, “but a question I feel is better handled by your History of Magic classes. It should suffice to say for now, this situation is a compromise between wizards and goblins and is best not discussed with the goblins themselves.”

Harry nodded. He hadn’t been expecting to find out goblins and dragons existed, but now that he knew, his mind raced with thoughts of all the various creatures he had already heard about that might exist as well. He did spare a thought for Flitwick’s warning, especially when he read the poem displayed by Gringotts warning against theft, but as Harry had no desire to become a bank thief and wasn’t about to lose his key, he didn’t spend too long dwelling on it.

Inside, Harry saw that the bank looked even more grand and opulent than the outside suggested: columns of marble adorned with gold and silver reached towards vaulted ceilings whilst goblins moved piles of gold, silver, and a diversity of gems and jewels Harry didn’t even have names for throughout the gargantuan room. At one end stood a collection of windows manned by goblin tellers, each one framed in delicate metalwork. Above one, written in an elegant curved script, was a sign saying MUGGLE CURRENCY EXCHANGE. It would even give Vernon cause for envy, thought Harry, at least until he saw a goblin.

The goblins themselves were not entirely as Harry had expected them to be: in general, they looked mostly human to Harry, although much smaller and with strange ears and noses, and not at all like the slimy, green, and hairless goblins from Dudley’s cartoons—even if some of them did have skin that wasn’t quite in any of the tones Harry recognised from humans. Unlike their wizard customers the goblins of Gringotts wore suits in a somewhat similar style to those worn by Professor Flitwick, although unlike the Professor several goblins sported ornate gold or silver jewellery as earrings or finger rings and, in one case Harry found particularly noteworthy, a gigantic golden nose ring.

Professor Flitwick led Harry towards an open teller, and nudged him forwards gently.

“State your name and present your key, and then ask to visit your vault,” he said quietly to Harry, and then stood back slightly.

“Er… Hello,” said Harry. “I’m Harry Potter, this is my key,” he said, and pushed his key through the window. “I’d like to visit my vault, please.”

The bespectacled goblin at the teller window took his key, stamped something Harry couldn’t see, then looked at Harry over the rim of his glasses.

“Slackhammer will be with you shortly. Next!”

Slightly bewildered, Harry moved out of the way even though nobody was waiting behind him, and soon enough another goblin appeared.

“Follow me,” said the goblin, and Harry found himself and Professor Flitwick being led through a set of doors into what looked like some sort of old-fashioned rollercoaster track that seemingly led deep into the bowels of Gringotts bank underneath London, complete with a rickety-looking mine cart which seemed incongruous given the splendid bank just beyond the door.

“This bit is always rather exciting,” admitted Professor Flitwick, “although it isn’t for everyone, I suppose. Grip tightly, Mr Potter,” he said after Harry had sat down in the cart.

“Now departing for the Potter Family Vault,” said the dour goblin. “Keep your hands inside the cart at all times; Gringotts Wizarding Bank will not be held liable for self-inflicted damage to person or property whilst this vehicle is in operation.”

The cart lurched forward and hurtled along the narrow track, and although Harry was sure that magic of some kind made everything safe, he held onto the small metal bar as hard as he could. The cart led them deeper and deeper underground, passing through natural caverns and tunnels carved or magicked out of the rock. The goblin halted the cart suddenly and it came skidding to a stop in front of a small stretch of vaults set into the cavern wall.

Dudley would have had Harry’s aunt pay good money for a go on this, Harry decided as he got off the cart when it had stopped. Not that he would have been allowed to, Harry thought with a grin. It looked far too dangerous for Petunia to allow either of them a go on it, if she’d had her say.

Slackhammer took Harry’s key and used it to open the Potter Family Vault. Harry hadn’t been expecting to see quite so much money: he had piles and piles of golden coins, mounds of silver ones, and the rest of his vault seemed nearly filled with little bronze coins stuffed in what space remained.

Bloody hell! thought Harry.

“This is… it’s all mine?” said Harry. “How much is there? What do the coins mean?”

“There is in the region of two hundred and ninety thousand galleons in your account,” said the goblin. “A further itemised breakdown is available for a nominal fee.”

“That is approximately one and a half million pounds, if my conversion is correct, Mr Potter,” said Professor Flitwick. “As to the money – galleons are worth most, then sickles, then knuts. There are seventeen sickles in a galleon, twenty nine knuts to a sickle, and four hundred and ninety three knuts to a galleon.”

Harry had very nearly stopped listening after ‘one and a half million pounds’, which was an astronomically large sum to a small boy who had never had any money before. It was, he thought, even a large sum to his uncle Vernon, who had had the house valued at well over a hundred thousand pounds the previous year and hadn’t shut up about it for days.

“How much will I need for Hogwarts, sir?” he asked Flitwick.

“I would suggest no more than one hundred galleons in all three denominations, Mr Potter, although it is of course, up to you. One hundred should be enough to cover today and leave you with sufficient pocket money for the school year, including sweets on the train and some magical games if we have time to visit the shop!”

Harry nodded and reached into his vault. He started the laborious process of adding up sickles and knuts so that he didn’t take too many out when, eventually, Slackhammer reached inside and finished the job in what seemed to Harry no time at all. Slackhammer presented Harry with a small sack filled with coins and shut the vault door firmly.  He gave Harry back his vault key, and soon enough Harry and Professor Flitwick were once more outside the bank in the blinding light of day.

“Where do we go first, Professor?” Harry asked, cradling his money bag. By his calculation he had about five hundred pounds on him – more money than he’d ever held at once before – and he didn’t want to lose it.

“If you are comfortable with it we should go to Madam Malkin’s first,” said Flitwick, “where you can be fitted for your robes while I go and get your potions equipment ready for collection.”

Harry nodded, and the two set off back down the winding, crooked street in search of Madam Malkin’s Robes for All Occasions. A stony-faced witch stood outside the door holding her wand. She looked quite young, not all that much older than Harry himself—perhaps nineteen or twenty at most.

“Professor,” she said to Flitwick. “Good to see you.”

“And you also, Auror Peakesbury! Congratulations on your appointment,” replied Flitwick. “I taught Miss Peakesbury for her NEWT in Charms, you see, Mr Potter,” explained Flitwick to Harry. Professor Flitwick stopped to talk to his old student and left Harry to go into the shop alone. The shop’s interior appeared much more modern on the inside than it had on the outside.

Inside the shop moving mannequins modelled various different styles of robe on raised platforms, from shorter and lighter ‘warm-weather robes’ to thick and heavy ‘winter robes’ and everything in between, most with ‘all the usual’ Charms included. Racks with robes stood in clusters filled the rest of the room, except for one spacious area with stools where a short woman watched as floating tape measured up an older-looking boy.

“Hogwarts, is it? Just a moment, dear,” said the woman, “and I’ll be right with you!”

Harry grunted in response and started to browse the robes. He had no idea what styles were popular, or which ones were the kind of thing people like his aunt and uncle would wear, or even which robe went with which occasion. It seemed, too, that wizards only ever wore robes and things that looked like robes, given that the shop had only a tiny ‘Mugglewear’ section that looked to Harry at least a hundred years out of date.

Harry rifled through the ‘night-robes’, which seemed to be like pyjamas but for wizards, until he got to the ‘under-robe’ section and grimaced. What was wrong with a good old pair of pants? He supposed he would have to get used to it – the robes, the money, and everything else that had turned upside down in the space of a single morning.

“I’m ready for you, dear,” said the woman.

Harry made his way back to the fitting section and stood up on a little stool. The older boy was still stood there, although by now bits and pieces of fabric were winding themselves around him to create a brand-new set of robes.

“New this year?” said the boy. “I’m Cedric Diggory, Hufflepuff third year. I’d shake your hand but I’m a bit tied up at the moment,” he said with a grin.

“Er—yes,” said Harry. “I’m Harry,” he said. Diggory had given his surname, so Harry assumed that was what was expected of him, too, even though he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. “Harry Potter.” The woman jumped as if startled, but soon went back to measuring Harry for his robes.

“Are you really?” said the boy. He looked at Harry’s forehead, no doubt to find his scar. “Well, so you are,” he said. “Sorry about that, I just didn’t expect to meet Harry Potter while shopping!”

“If it helps, I didn’t expect to meet Cedric Diggory either,” said Harry. He thought it a poor joke but wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say when people treated him like some sort of celebrity, so felt that it was better than nothing. Cedric didn’t appear to notice.

“What House do you want to get?” asked Cedric. “I know it’s probably Gryffindor, but Hufflepuff would be thrilled to have you, really.”

“I don’t know much about Hogwarts or Houses,” admitted Harry. “I grew up with my Muggle aunt,” he explained.

“Oh, right, um, sorry,” said Cedric. He looked embarrassed, although whether for Harry or because he had made a blunder, Harry couldn’t say. “Well, at least you’re here now, eh? I’ll just do a quick list then, shall I? Hufflepuff, Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, and Slytherin are the four Houses at school. You sleep in your House, have classes with your House, win points and stuff like that. Every House has got, you know, a theme—Hufflepuffs are loyal; Ravenclaws are smart; Gryffindors are brave; and Slytherins are ambitious. Or so they say. The Hat says all sorts of things about the Houses but—well, you’ll see soon enough, I suppose. Still, we’d love to get you in Hufflepuff, so do have a think on it!”

Almost nothing Cedric had said made any sense to Harry, but he supposed he’d get used to it all in time. Harry tried to think of a response but by then, Cedric’s robes had sewn themselves together as he wore them, the result an entirely new and bespoke set of robes. The robes sailed off him and folded themselves neatly onto the stool between the older boy and Harry.

“Take those up to the counter, dear,” said the woman absently, “the witch there will have the other ones and you can pay when you’re there as well.”

“Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, Potter,” said Cedric. “I’ll be seeing you at Hogwarts, then. Good luck with everything.” He stepped down from his stool and left Harry alone with the fitting witch.

“Just the uniform or is it the full set you’ll need, Mr Potter?” said the woman.

“Er—the full set, I think the letter said… I’ve never owned any robes before,” said Harry. The woman nodded and waved her wand a few times, although she kept it out to make some sort of adjustment every so often. Several times Harry found various bits and pieces of fabric winding their way around his limbs as they stretched or shrunk into place whilst the shop assistant fitted him for the various kinds of robes included in a ‘full set’. Harry was glad she hadn’t asked for his input into colours or styles, because even in the Muggle world he wouldn’t have known what to say—his aunt always chose his clothes.

After what seemed to Harry like forever, but which he supposed couldn’t have been more than half an hour, Harry paid for his new clothes – a whopping twenty galleons, which Harry thought was about a hundred pounds – and left the shop to find a patiently waiting Professor Flitwick outside.

“All done?” he asked cheerfully when Harry appeared, and then led Harry towards two separate potions shops where all Harry had to do was collect his things and pay. Their next stop was Flourish and Blotts to buy books, and although Harry had never been an avid reader he found himself lingering over more than one non-assigned title.

Based on Professor Flitwick’s guidance Harry chose to buy an introduction to the wizarding world for muggleborn children, the first book in an adventure series about wizard pirates, and a book about You-Know-Who’s War that contained references to him and his parents. He had wanted to buy a book on jinxes and curses, and another on tricks and jokes he could use on Dudley, but Professor Flitwick had managed to convince him that the Hogwarts Library had vastly more useful offerings, and for free.

After buying his telescope (at ‘a special price for Mr Potter’, which had embarrassed him greatly), and other assorted items the only thing Harry had left to buy, and the thing which he had most looked forward to buying, was his magic wand. From what Flitwick had said, it was nearly impossible to get magic done without one, and Harry didn’t want to wait any longer.

“There is another wandmaker in Britain,” said Flitwick as he led Harry towards the wand shop, “but Ollivander is the best. They’ve been in operation for over two thousand years, you know.”

Harry wasn’t sure he believed that – it sounded both amazing and absurd, not to mention completely implausible – but the description over the shop, ‘Makers of Fine Wands since 382 BC’ confirmed it.

As with many of the shops in Diagon Alley, Ollivander’s had at least one Auror stationed outside of it wearing their characteristic robes, and quite possibly others in plainclothes. Before they entered, Flitwick pointed out a second, much better hidden, Auror across the street.

“They think Black will be looking for a wand, you see,” said Flitwick to Harry quietly as they entered the shop. “Better safe than sorry.”

Dim light forced itself through the dirty windows of the shop and into a smallish room filled, wall to wall and floor to ceiling, with little boxes. A small counter area stood in front of a closed doorway where a wild-haired old man lurked in the gloom.

“Filius Flitwick,” said the old wizard, “walnut and dragon heartstring, a powerful wand in need of a strong mind… Which proved a fine match indeed.” The old man moved across the room to look closely at Harry, his eyes lingering over the lightning bolt scar. Harry looked away.

“Here with Mr Potter, I see. I had been expecting you around this time, of course,” said Ollivander finally, when he was done examining Harry’s scar. He stepped away from Harry and took on a thoughtful look. “I remember when your mother stood here, all those years ago. She was chosen by a willow wand, good for charms, with a tail-hair from a magnificent unicorn! Your father, of course—an excellent wand for transfiguration. What will you choose, I wonder?” he said, then chuckled to himself. “Or rather, which wand will choose you? Which is your wand hand?”

“Oh, er—I’m right handed,” said Harry.

With a gesture from Ollivander several boxes of wands sailed from their places and onto the small counter.

“Let’s try this, Mr Potter,” said Ollivander, pulling out a long and minimally decorated wand. “Ash wood with a dragon heartstring core, this is a powerful wand suited most to the resolute in belief or purpose. Go on, give it a wave!”

Trembling, Harry took the long, thin stick of wood from Ollivander and waved it around. To his utter disappointment nothing at all happened, and he wondered for a moment whether he was even a wizard at all. He didn’t have much time to ponder it as Ollivander had already taken the wand away.

“Hmm, perhaps not,” said Ollivander. “Perhaps the blackthorn and unicorn tail hair next?” he muttered as he took another wand out of the box. “Try this one,” he said.

Harry took it and thought desperately about doing a piece of magic—even just a little something to prove to himself he was actually a wizard. To his shock, the wand seemed to warm up in his hand, although all he managed to do was knock several boxes off the walls with a loud and sudden crack. Ollivander took the wand away from him quickly and put it back in its box.

“Well, perhaps not that one.”

Ollivander repeated this process nearly a dozen more times with ever more exotic combinations of wood and core, in one case resulting in the combustion of the dingy room’s curtains, until he asked Harry to wait just a moment while he fetched another wand from the back room. When he returned, Ollivander presented Harry with an eleven inch long wand made of holly.

As soon as Harry grasped the handle the wand felt right in his hand, like something that had always supposed to have been there—more an extension of himself than a mere tool. Feeling confident that this time that the wand would work in the way it was supposed to, Harry waved the wand. A stream of gold and silver sparks shot out of the wand and danced through the air like fireworks before fading away.

Professor Flitwick, who had waited patiently throughout the fitting process, burst into a round of applause.

“Well done, Mr Potter!”

“Yes, although it is most curious… Most curious indeed,” said Ollivander. “An unusual combination of wood and core, fitting perhaps for an unusual young wizard… But even so, most curious. This wand contains a single phoenix tail feather, and its donor only ever gave one other feather to me… This wand’s brother gave you that scar, Mr Potter.”

“You don’t mean to say…!” said Professor Flitwick, almost jumping to his feet. “I am not well-versed in wandlore, Ollivander. What does this mean?”

The old eccentric wandmaker stared at Harry, silent for more than a few moments.

“Perhaps nothing, perhaps everything,” whispered Ollivander, his gaze lingering over Harry’s scar. “Brother wands are an unusual phenomenon, perhaps best viewed as unique in each and every case I have ever encountered. I am sure that this wand and its bearer will do great things in time, oh yes, but more than that, who can say?”

Harry wasn’t sure that he’d go on to do ‘great things’. That sounded quite a lot more grandiose than he’d ever thought about his life, or his future. He was Harry, not… whatever it was Ollivander had in mind. Harry thought that he would settle for just fitting in to his strange new world, and leave ‘great things’ to the people who wanted them.

The old wizard reached forward to take the wand back from Harry to put it into its box, although he took quite a long time and seemed to spend more time examining it than Harry thought strictly necessary for someone who had literally built it himself. Harry paid seven galleons for his wand, which he thought was very cheap considering the cost of his new robes, and left the shop with Professor Flitwick.

Once outside, Flitwick drew Harry away from the main thoroughfare and away from the crowd.

“We’re a bit late for lunch, I’m afraid,” he said, “but I’m sure we can get a little something at a lovely little café just along the Alley. My treat!”

Harry, full of questions he didn’t quite know how to articulate, simply nodded and followed the small middle-aged wizard towards the café.

  






3. Chapter 3 - The Unsaid, Said


    
    
[bookmark: _Toc101183931]Chapter 3 – The Unsaid, Said
Professor Flitwick led Harry towards the back of the surprisingly large on the inside café where few other patrons had gone. The interior of the café had been decorated pleasantly enough, with cheerful wallpaper covered in moving pictures of animals, although it did all look as if it had been installed rather a long time ago. Still, it looked like a decent establishment and given that it was well-populated after lunchtime, Harry supposed the food couldn’t be that bad either.

“I suppose you have some questions about what just happened with Mr Ollivander, and maybe some other things as well,” said Flitwick when they had sat down and ordered their meals.

Harry nodded.

“It’s—Well, I don’t know where to start,” he said. Harry felt like he didn’t even have enough context or knowledge to know what to ask to get any in the first place. Still, he had to try or he’d never know anything.

“So—so there was a war, and my mum and dad were fighting in it, against someone called ‘You-Know-Who’. But who was he? What was the—I mean, why was there a war? My aunt said it was a ‘stupid war’ over ‘nothing’ but it had to be about something, didn’t it?” Harry asked. “I know You-Know-Who killed my parents and tried to kill me, but what does it mean that his wand was my wand’s… brother? Why was he after my parents?”

Professor Flitwick looked around the room and then leaned closer to Harry.

“You-Know-Who called himself ‘Lord Voldemort’,” he whispered, and then returned to his regular speaking voice, “and people don’t like to say or even in most cases hear the name. He was a terrible, evil man… and all the more horrifying because he had the power and the followers to do as he wished.” Flitwick paused for a few moments, seemingly considering how best to phrase what he said next. Harry supposed that was fair—it was quite a heavy topic, after all, and Harry knew next to nothing about it.

“You must understand, Harry. There is prejudice and bigotry present in all societies, Muggle, magical and everything else under the sun… but in our world, the magical world, some people believe that those of non-magical heritage like your mother was are ‘lesser’ wizards and witches. There are some people who believe muggleborns steal magic, and others that their magic is somehow dirty. They have many justifications and excuses for what they believe. None of which is true—I wish to be quite clear on this—but You-Know-Who used these beliefs, which already existed in our society, to acquire power and a following for himself from likeminded wizards.”

“These wizards—You-Know-Who and his followers—well, what did they want?” Harry asked.

“Ah, now, that is a rather more complicated question to answer,” Flitwick said after a few moments. “Some of this will be covered by your History of Magic lessons, but perhaps not as … thoroughly … as is necessary. The book which you purchased earlier will provide an excellent basis for further study, but in brief… You-Know-Who and his Death Eaters wished for a society with stricter separation between wizards and Muggles; a society where muggleborns would form an underclass, and where there were laws restricting marriage partners and so on. Some of these laws are, unfortunately, in place elsewhere in the world, and so their views were not without precedent. Fortunately, they never caught on in Britain and Ireland—until You-Know-Who.”

“So they tried to force their way on everyone else,” Harry said. He could understand that. Muggle history was replete with examples of similar things. That past year in history lessons they’d covered bits about the Second World War, so Harry could see the parallels. “And that was why he was after my parents? Because they were… actually, what was my dad? I know my mum was a muggleborn, but…”

“Your father was a pureblood wizard of quite a distinguished pedigree,” said Flitwick. “The Potter name has been a feature of our society for many centuries.”

“And You-Know-Who didn’t like that? But there must have been loads of people like that, so why my parents?” Harry asked. He could follow the reasoning—however twisted—that the Death Eaters and Voldemort used to justify their actions, even if it was abhorrent. But he couldn’t understand why they’d target one random couple.

“It is not an uncommon sight to see a pureblood marry a muggleborn,” confirmed Flitwick. “But the particulars in this case – the Potters are a very old family, once extremely well connected within our world – and the timing of the wedding…”

“What do you mean?”

“Your parents married just as You-Know-Who started to move his war out from the shadows, you see,” said Flitwick. “And the wedding was covered in the papers – of course, the secret wedding of the pureblood heir to the Sleakeazy fortune was considered perfect material for the society pages despite its clandestine nature. They got the details from the certificate filed with the Ministry and devoted pages to idle gossip. It seems reasonable to suggest that this coverage caught the eye of the Death Eaters and perhaps even You-Know-Who himself—but this is mere conjecture. Later on, your parents were both quite vocal – really, extremely outspoken – on their opposition to You-Know-Who and his goals. And so it is perhaps not so surprising that they were targeted by You-Know-Who personally for this opposition.”

“That’s awful,” said Harry. He wasn’t sure whether it was better or worse that Voldemort personally killed his parents. They were dead either way. Did it really matter? He supposed not, but at least he had a name, and a reason even if they were both stupid ones. “But that’s over now, isn’t it? You said Voldemort—sorry, I mean, You-Know-Who—disappeared when he couldn’t kill me. After he—with my—”

Flitwick nodded.

“And this Sirius Black – he escaped from prison and they think he might go after me? Is my aunt—and my uncle and cousin—safe? Am I safe? I know you said about him before, but I didn’t really realise—I mean, all the posters, and there’s Aurors everywhere…”

Flitwick had been rather less forthcoming with news on Black than he should have been – or at least that was how Harry felt after seeing all the posters and the visible presence of law enforcement throughout the Alley. Harry didn’t think it would have changed his decision to attend Hogwarts, but even so, it would have been nice to have known.

“Sirius Black is the only person to have ever escaped from Azkaban, true,” said Flitwick. “He is a very dangerous man even without a wand. I won’t lie to you, nor will I try to keep from you vital information. But I do want you to understand that everything possible is being done to apprehend him, and to keep both you and your family safe. Even now your family is being trailed by Aurors as they make their way home. They will be unobtrusive, and you may not notice them at all, but they will be there.”

“It does sound like I’ll be safer at Hogwarts,” Harry admitted. “And if people know that’s where I am, and Black finds out—it’ll make my aunt and uncle safer, too, won’t it?” Harry found his aunt and uncle to be among the most boring people he had ever met, but they were his family and he didn’t want them to be hurt because of him.

He picked at his lunch for a bit, then asked the last of the questions he’d been going over and over in his mind.

“And—what about the wand? Does it mean… does it mean I’m like, well—you know?” Harry asked. If wands were meant to be personal to a wizard, and Harry’s wand was the brother of Voldemort’s wand, Harry assumed that had to mean something—and probably something bad.

“Oh! Merlin no, dear boy,” said Flitwick. “It is an obscure bit of wandlore and, it must be said, wandmakers are a strange breed. Their craft is more an art than anything else and not quite that either. It should be said their intuitions seldom make sense to the ordinary wizard, being founded in what is a very esoteric branch of magic, and Ollivander is well-known for his eccentricity. Phoenix feather wands are said only to choose singularly unique individuals, and you are nothing if not that: you are the only person in recorded history to have survived the Killing Curse, after all.”

Harry’s initial elation at finding out about magic and wizards hadn’t quite dimmed so much as it had been supplanted by a growing sense of expectation and pressure to succeed. His parents had been war heroes. He himself, although he couldn’t remember it, had survived a Killing Curse—something supposedly impossible. Even his wand – a tool that every wizard and witch had – had been made from an unusual combination of materials with a core that chose the ‘singularly unique’. Worse, it was the ‘brother wand’ of the man who had killed his parents! On top of all that a deranged madman had escaped from prison and was quite possibly looking for Harry.

It felt like rather a lot to be taking in on the day before his thirteenth birthday. He could blame his aunt and uncle for part of that, since they had never told him about magic and they’d known the whole time. Harry had to admit, they’d kept the secret well for near enough twelve whole years, but he didn’t quite understand what they thought would happen: from everything Professor Flitwick had said and done, it seemed like Harry was always going to go to Hogwarts even without permission. Perhaps even if Harry hadn’t wanted to go.

He wondered if he would have bothered to make any friends at Stonewall High if he had known that, after just two years at the school, he would be plucked out of it to join a secret magical world his friends could never know about. Harry knew he probably shouldn’t dwell on it, but even so couldn’t help but think about it. In just a single morning his entire world had been turned upside down.

“I suppose I just have to get on with being a wizard, don’t I?” Harry said finally. “I’ll manage. I have to.”

“No doubt you will, Mr Potter,” said Professor Flitwick. “And I daresay you will do more than manage.”

After that, Harry had spent most of his lunch chatting with Professor Flitwick about day to day life at Hogwarts, what sort of classes he would be offered, and helpful bits and pieces of information about the Hogwarts Houses and school life. When they had finished, Flitwick paid for the meal and dropped Harry off at Eylop’s Owl Emporium to choose an owl while the older wizard attended to his own business. Harry did wonder just what sort of ‘business’ wizards had – since it surely couldn’t be something as simple as going shopping like his aunt would do every week – but he was soon distracted by all the different owls and their accessories in the Emporium.

Harry could have spent several hours in the admittedly strong-smelling shop admiring and playing with the various different types of owl but, aware that Professor Flitwick wouldn’t take the entire afternoon to complete his errand, ended up choosing a handsome black and brown male eagle owl. Once Harry had paid for the owl, food and treats, and a suitable cage he met Professor Flitwick outside the shop. The old wizard carried a paper-wrapped package.

“A magnificent specimen!” said Flitwick upon seeing Harry’s new owl. “Although, they do grow quite large,” he warned.

Upon hearing Flitwick’s warning Harry did briefly consider that his aunt Petunia would have preferred a cat, but quickly put it out of his mind because owls were far more interesting than cats. Then, Flitwick led Harry back through Diagon Alley and into the Leakey Cauldron, stopping only briefly to point out the proprietor to Harry and then out into Muggle London.

*

Professor Flitwick led Harry through many crowded and dirty streets in Muggle London until they reached King’s Cross Station which was where, Harry had been told, Platform 9¾ (and several other fractional platforms, all between Platforms 9 and 10 for some odd reason, according to Professor Flitwick) could be found. Harry didn’t quite understand why wizards would choose to put their special train stations in between platforms nine and ten of the Muggles’ King’s Cross but Professor Flitwick had insisted that they had indeed done so, and not even as some sort of joke.

“Why do we have to walk right at it? Can’t we just—I don’t know—tap a brick with our wands?” asked Harry as he stood in front of the barrier between Platforms 9 and 10.

“Alas, no,” said Professor Flitwick. “It is best to do it quickly, the first few times,” he advised, “and try not to hesitate at the last moment or you might well crash into the wall.”

Harry sighed and walked right at the wall as quickly as he dared, waiting for his face to crash into the brick. Instead, he kept on walking right through it, and emerged onto a wholly new platform with next to no sign that the Muggle world even existed, let alone stood mere inches away beyond a false wall.

Overhead an arrivals and departures board showed that no train would arrive until later that evening, although a group of several people – Harry thought they must be goblins, since they were so small and not wearing robes – milled about the platform waiting for something.

Professor Flitwick emerged from the wall shortly after Harry and looked up at the departures board.

“Well, I should think your aunt and uncle would be back home in Little Whinging by now, since it is the early evening after all and it shouldn’t take even Muggles that long to get back from where we were this morning,” he said. “Do you have any further questions before we leave?”

Harry considered it and then shook his head and took Flitwick’s offered hand. At once he was sucked inside a whirling vortex and spat out again miles away in the front garden of Number Four, Privet Drive. Inside the house the lights were on and the car had been parked in the driveway, so Harry knew the three Dursleys had got home already.

“Well, here we are,” said Professor Flitwick. “It was my pleasure to escort you today, Mr Potter, and I must say that I look forward to teaching you in September! Before you go, I just wanted to give you a little gift, as it is your birthday tomorrow after all!”

The small wizard placed the paper-wrapped package on top of Harry’s school trunk, then surreptitiously tapped it with his wand. At once the trunk lifted from the ground and started moving in the direction of the house.

“Tell it to stop when you get to your bedroom,” he said.

“Thank you, Professor!” said Harry. “For everything. I’ll see you at Hogwarts.”

Professor Flitwick smiled and disappeared from the empty Muggle street with a loud crack. Grinning to himself, Harry opened the Dursleys’ front door and announced his return. As Harry walked past the living room carrying an owl, his magically animated school supplies in tow, the mere sight of it all caused Vernon to erupt into incoherent spluttering, and Petunia to sigh loudly.

“Why does Harry get an owl?” he heard Dudley ask.

Harry tramped up the stairs holding his new owl, and thought about what was in Professor Flitwick’s gift or which of his books he would read first.

*

Petunia called Harry downstairs for dinner a little later that evening, as Harry had spent the entire time in his room with his new things getting to know both his new world and his new owl. Nobody –least of all Harry – seemed to know what to do or how to behave after that morning’s revelations, although Dudley seemed the most normal.

Combative, argumentative, and rude, but that was normal for Dudley.

“So… Harry’s just going to be allowed to keep an owl in the house?” Dudley asked as Petunia dished out the evening meal. It was clear to Harry he’d been working through this all evening. “Well, I think I should be allowed a dog now, then, because I always asked and you said no because they’re ‘dirty’. Well, owls are dirtier than dogs, I think, so it’s only fair…”

Harry wondered what his aunt would say to that. It was true that they had never been allowed to get a dog, and for that exact reason. It had been a rare occasion when Dudley had been told, unequivocally, ‘no’ to anything.

At first, Petunia appeared to ignore the comment and sat down at the table with the other three.

“Well, darling,” said Petunia, “from what I understand owls are very… very…” She glanced towards Vernon for some support.

“Important,” said Vernon. “Owls are very important to, er, that lot.”

“Important, yes,” continued Petunia, “so while I wouldn’t have chosen for Harry to bring an owl home with him today, it’s for school, you see, so…”

Petunia sighed.

“So, you’re happy that the neighbours will see Harry keeping an owl in the house, then?” Dudley continued, unfazed by Petunia’s argument. “Even Mrs Jones?”

Fair play, thought Harry, that was a good point. When there was potentially something in it for him, Dudley could think his way through a problem.

“Harry’s school provides an explanation for all of those things, you see, darling,” Petunia said. “I remember from when L—from when my sister attended. So we’re simply to say it’s part of a wildlife rehabilitation programme, very prestigious, for when the students are home from school.” Petunia didn’t seem especially pleased with the explanation, but it was at least the sort of boring and mundane thing that would be acceptable on Privet Drive even if it did sound a bit hippy-dippy.

But then her face brightened.

“And of course, the owl won’t be living here most of the year, will it, Harry? Because Harry will take it off to school with him,” said Petunia, clearly happy at the thought that the owl would spend only a few weeks every summer and Christmas at Number Four.

“Er, yeah, that’s right,” said Harry. “And I’ll make sure to clean up after him and I think he only wants to go out at night really anyway.” Harry thought about it. “And I’ve already got him all the food he needs for the year and he can hunt for himself as well. So really it’s like he won’t even be here!”

None of that appeared to matter to Dudley.

“Well, then why can’t I get a dog if I clean up after it and take it for walks and all that? At least dogs are normal,” Dudley said. He seemed quite proud of his line of argument, which Harry thought was reasonable given Dudley’s usually poor offerings.

“Well, darling, because you can’t take a dog to Smeltings with you,” said Petunia, “and Mummy doesn’t want a dog. And that’s all I have to say on the subject, Duddy darling, so please don’t bring it up again.”

“But—” Dudley started to say, until he was interrupted by Vernon.

“You heard your mother, boy,” Vernon said. “Maybe we can revisit the dog issue if you get your marks up at school, eh?”

Dudley didn’t seem particularly happy with that idea, which Harry supposed was because he had neither the inclination nor the ability to improve his marks, and remained silent for a while as he ate his dinner.

“So you knew Harry’s mum—my aunt Lily—was a witch for all these years, then?” said Dudley eventually as he helped himself to seconds. “So that means you knew there was real magic and everything. And you never said.” The accusation hung in the air like a nasty smell.

“Well, ah, yes, darling, I suppose we did know…” said Petunia eventually. She looked towards Vernon once more, who simply shrugged.

“Cat’s out of the bag now, Pet,” said Vernon. “Or should I say owl?” He chortled at his own joke. “Best get it over with, rip away the plaster, and all that.”

Petunia sighed deeply.

“You heard what that little man said this morning, Dudley,” said Petunia. “Magic is a secret. They take it very seriously, more seriously than they take anything else, although God knows they should…” She paused and took a deep breath. “And we didn’t know—strictly speaking—that Harry would actually turn out to be a… because sometimes, you see, it doesn’t… but then he was and…” Petunia shook her head. “There was never a good time to say everything, and… well, you know how little children are with secrets, and we just couldn’t risk it. But now you both know, and there’s nothing more to tell. So that really is that.”

Petunia pushed her plate away slightly and then stood to clear the table even though Dudley hadn’t finished. Clearly, she was done with the meal—and the conversations attached to it.

“Now run along, Dudley, my darling boy,” said Petunia. “And you, Vernon. But Harry, stay a moment, please.”

Harry stayed sat where he was while Vernon guided Dudley out of the kitchen and closed the door.

Petunia cleared away the remains of the meal from the table in silence for a few moments before taking out her marigold washing gloves to do the washing up. She started scrubbing the plates with her scourer and then she finally spoke.

“It wasn’t that we—I—wanted to keep it from you,” Petunia said. “The… everything. About my sister. Your mother. And your father, I suppose, although I never really knew him. It was just that—well. How do you begin to say that? So we thought that it would be better if you knew that your parents loved you, and that they died in an accident.” She stopped washing up for a moment and turned towards where Harry sat on the table. “You do know that your parents loved you, don’t you, Harry?”

“Er, yeah, I do,” said Harry. Although his aunt had been tight-lipped on the subject of his parents throughout his childhood for reasons Harry now understood, she had always been quite clear that he had been loved and wanted. “I know that. It was just always—I mean there was only really that one photo of my mum, and none of my dad, but I just…”

“I always tried to—” Petunia started to say, and then stopped herself. “There was just so much about her world—Lily’s world, your world—that people like me aren’t supposed to know, Harry. So there was a lot that I never knew to tell you in the first place.”

“But you did know some things,” said Harry. He tried to phrase it so that it wasn’t an accusation, but Harry needed to know. He almost couldn’t get his head around it, that Petunia knew about a secret society full of wizards and goblins and whatever else and had never shown even the slightest bit of a hint of it. “You knew about that Sirius Black.”

Petunia nodded and returned to the washing up, scrubbing the frying pan over and over again.

“I met him, once,” Petunia said. “At your parents’… He was at the wedding.”

Harry had questions about that – he’d never heard any stories about his parents’ wedding before although now he knew why – but realised that just then wasn’t the right time to ask. So he just waited for Petunia to continue despite the myriad questions that formed in his head.

“I knew about that awful man with the silly name, and what he wanted, what he did. I never thought your parents’ friends… I only met them just the once, you see, but…” Petunia trailed off, apparently lost in thought. When she spoke again, she’d turned to face Harry where he sat at the kitchen table.

“There were things happening all the time, and we never really knew—And I didn’t want it to happen all over again. Your grandparents—my parents—But your new teacher seems to think it’s all changed, now,” said Petunia with a weak, thin smile. “And going to that school is what Lily would have wanted, and we always tried to raise you with that in mind even if—well. So I just wanted you to know that.”

“But… if you knew that then why did we try and …” Harry paused, struggling to find quite the right words. “What I mean is, why didn’t you just sit me down and say all this when the first letter came?” Harry asked. “I just mean, what was the point of all the fuss when you could have just said?”

Petunia stared off into the distance for a few moments.

“I remembered what it was like when they told me Lily had died,” she said eventually. “They sent a letter. It’s always letters with them. Letters to take children away. Letters to say your sister is dead. Letters to tell you how to live your life. I didn’t want any of it to happen again. I thought… I thought it might be better for us—for you—if this time, we didn’t listen. But it was never about what I thought. And then when you said you wanted to go… It’s what your mother would have wanted.” Petunia turned back to the sink and the washing up.

“Now, you’d best get going up to your room—I’m sure that owl of yours will be lonely,” said Petunia with an air of finality.

“Thanks for—well, I mean…” said Harry, stumbling over the words. “I understand,” he said in the end. He got up from the table and returned to his bedroom. Although he still didn’t like being kept in the dark for a decade, he understood why his aunt and uncle had done it.

From everything that Flitwick had said, and from the things his aunt had wanted to say but hadn’t been able to, Harry had gained a much better picture of the events leading up to his placement at his aunt and uncle’s home than he had ever had before. It wasn’t a fairy-tale story, but then it hadn’t been one before that day either.

And now he knew, so as Petunia had said, that was that.
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Harry’s birthday passed with barely a mention of the strange events of the previous day. Petunia had insisted that Harry take full responsibility for cleaning up after his owl, which he thought was fair enough since he hadn’t really asked permission to get one in the first place. Vernon had asked Harry to keep ambulatory furniture away from the rest of the house, but otherwise no mention was made of magic or wizardry outside of the discussion Harry had had with his aunt after dinner. It was almost as if the elder Dursleys thought that by ignoring it all, they could pretend nothing had changed.

But everything had changed, at least as far as Harry was concerned.

Still, Harry didn’t have too long to think about it since he still had his birthday meal to attend, and he was going to watch Jurassic Park with his friends despite the crazed murderer on the loose. After all, Flitwick had said there would be Aurors trailing him everywhere and posted outside the house, so he would be perfectly safe. The situation did feel a little restrictive, since nobody liked being watched, but Harry thought it was probably worth it.

At half past three Johnny and Rishi arrived ready for the quarter past four showing of Jurassic Park in town, and after a brief chat with their dads, Vernon bundled the three boys into his car to go and pick up Stevie. When the car arrived at Stevie’s house, there was no one there waiting.

“Go and get him, Harry,” said Vernon. He looked down at his watch. “You’re going to be late if he doesn’t hurry up.”

Harry nodded and got out of the car to knock Stevie’s door. His parents were probably both at work, and Stevie had never been especially punctual. Harry knocked once and then, when after waiting a few moments he couldn’t hear anything and Stevie had yet to answer, he knocked again.

Stevie appeared at the door about a minute later with his jacket half off and his shoes untied.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Couldn’t find my shoes…”

He left the house and locked his front door before following Harry back to the car. Harry got back into the front and Stevie joined the other two boys in the back.

“Strapped in?” asked Vernon. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Back in my day, no one wore a seatbelt and we were all fine. But these days, well, it’s health and safety gone mad…”

He set off towards the town centre at a speed Harry thought probably wasn’t necessary, although Harry didn’t mind since he didn’t want to be late either. When they reached the cinema, Vernon handed Harry two crisp twenty pound notes and a rather worn ten pound note before he got out of the car.

“These are for the pizza later,” he said. “You remembered to bring the tickets?”

Harry nodded. He’d checked five times over before leaving the house; he definitely had the tickets with him.  It was the first time he’d been allowed into town to do something like this on his own—well, the second time counting Stevie’s own birthday a couple of months before—and he didn’t want anything to go wrong.

“Thanks, uncle Vernon. See you later!”

“You’d best be ready at eight o’clock!” said Vernon sternly as all four boys sped off. “Not a minute later.”

Harry waved absently to indicate he’d heard, but Vernon had already driven away. The four boys made their way to the cinema’s entryway through the car park, laughing and joking. Harry kept a lookout for Aurors, but he couldn’t spot any obviously wizardly people on his way to the cinema. Just as they reached the entrance, one of the boys stopped to point at something near one of the bins.

“Look at that dog!” said Rishi. “It’s massive!”

A mountain of a black dog sat near the bins watching the boys. It looked thin and scruffy despite its large size, and Harry thought it was probably a stray. Still, it didn’t seem dangerous, just inquisitive and unafraid of people.

“It looks like a stray though,” said Stevie, echoing Harry’s own thoughts. “What if it’s got fleas?”

Johnny, who had been about to stroke the dog, yanked his hand back as if burned.

“Didn’t think about that,” he said.

Harry, who was more concerned about missing the film than the dog, ushered the other boys away from the bins and into the buildings.

“The film is nearly on and we’ve still got to get popcorn!” he said. That seemed to light a fire under the other boys, who hurried up. They managed to get everything bought by the time the film trailers were halfway through, and got settled into their seats to watch the film. About two hours later, the four boys walked out of the cinema far more excited than they had been going in.

“It was wicked when the T. Rex ate that guy,” said Rishi. “It was just like, ‘rargh!’ and then ‘chomp!’” He mimed the action of the T. Rex eating a man to a chorus of laughter. The restaurant wasn’t too far away from the cinema—within walking distance, which was the only reason the boys had been allowed to take themselves there after the film—but the booking was quite soon after the film, so the boys didn’t stick around the cinema for long afterwards.

“There’s that dog again, look,” said Johnny when they reached the Pizza Express.

The big black dog sat just to one side of the entrance to the Pizza Express, watching the four boys as they walked up to the building.

“Weird,” said Harry. He wondered, idly, if it was maybe sent by the Aurors watching him – or if it was, itself, an Auror somehow – but the thought faded away upon entering the restaurant and being faced with locating the table that had been booked for them. Eventually Harry asked one of the employees where they should sit, and the four boys were directed to their seats.

By the time eight o’clock rolled around, the four boys weren’t quite finished with their food, but they managed it by ten past and after paying, left the restaurant to look for Vernon who was himself late. Rishi and Johnny wandered off slightly down the road, whilst Harry and Stevie leaned against the wall outside of the restaurant to wait.

While they waited for Vernon, Harry realised it would be a good opportunity to tell Stevie he wouldn’t be going back to Stonewall High after the summer ended. The problem was, even though Flitwick had given him the official ‘Muggle-worthy excuse’ for Hogwarts, Harry wasn’t quite sure how to actually come out and say it.

“I heard from,” Harry started to say, and then stopped. He tried again. “Someone came to see me yesterday,” he said, “from my mum and dad’s old school.”

Harry almost never mentioned his parents, so he knew that Stevie would be interested – and more than a little bit shocked – to hear him to do so. All the other boy knew was that Harry’s aunt hated talking about her sister because it made her cry.

“Oh yeah?” said Stevie.

“Yeah,” said Harry. “So, apparently they went to the same boarding school up in Scotland,” he said, “and before they died, they put my name down there. And then yesterday, someone from the school came and talked to us—you know, my aunt and uncle and me.”

“I thought they didn’t have the money to send you anywhere fancy, that’s why you’re at school with us,” said Stevie.

“It’s all sorted already, apparently,” Harry mumbled. “No school fees, you just need to be invited, that’s all…”

“How come you never said?”

“I never knew,” said Harry. “Aunt Petunia, she—well, you know how she cries on my mum’s birthday, doesn’t like talking about her much at all… She never said anything about it. To be honest, I assumed my mum and Petunia went to the same school—I only found out that they didn’t yesterday. I’m not sure if my aunt and uncle knew I was going to be invited.”

Harry left out that they probably did have some idea, since they had definitely already known his parents were wizards and that wizards usually did have wizard children. That particular bit of information was illegal for Stevie to know, but more importantly in Harry’s opinion would have made him sound absolutely mad if he’d said it.

“That’s mental,” said Stevie. “You’re saying they sent someone all the way down from Scotland just in case you wanted to go there?”

Harry turned red, although he hoped Stevie couldn’t see in the darkening night.

“They did send letters, but my aunt ignored them,” he said eventually. “So then they sent someone. They’re a bit serious about, you know, new students…”

“So are you going then?” asked Stevie.

“Yeah,” said Harry. “Went into London to get my stuff yesterday. I wanted to tell you before anyone else.”

“Thanks,” muttered Stevie. He sighed. Harry knew he wasn’t happy about the news, just like Harry wouldn’t have been happy to hear that Stevie wasn’t going back to Stonewall if the situations had been reversed. But Harry simply couldn’t turn down the opportunity to learn magic, to learn more about his parents, to belong somewhere properly… Life at Privet Drive had been lovely, but it had never felt quite right.

“I’ll be back in the summers, at least,” said Harry. He thought that maybe this year, he wouldn’t be able to come back for Christmas due to the Sirius Black situation, but other years, he probably would. “And Christmases, too.”

It was a strange thought that he couldn’t say anything about—well, anything. He couldn’t tell Stevie or the other boys about goblins, or dragons, or the fact that goblins kept dragons underneath London. He couldn’t say anything about how his parents had died or why, or anything about Sirius Black. Harry felt almost as if every time he said something, it was half truth and half lie.

Before Stevie could say anything in reply, Vernon pulled up in the car. He didn’t mention that he was half an hour late, or give a reason why—but then, that was Vernon. It was only other people who couldn’t be late or who had to give a good enough excuse for it if they were.

“Where are the other two?” he asked when he pulled up to the curb.

Harry shrugged. “Dunno. They just went down that way…” He turned and pointed towards where they’d gone. “I’ll shout for them. Johnny! Rishi! My uncle’s here, we need to go!”

The two boys appeared about a minute later and climbed into the back of the car with Stevie. Harry got into the front and his uncle drove away. Vernon dropped off Johnny and Rishi at their homes, then lastly, Stevie, before returning to Number Four Privet Drive with Harry.

Harry had intended to go straight upstairs to check on his owl, but once inside, Vernon directed him to the kitchen where his aunt and cousin were waiting. A small pile of wrapped packages sat on top of the table, along with a small birthday cake.

“I know you went out with your friends tonight,” said Petunia, “but we always do this, don’t we? So we thought… well, we were going to take you for a new bike next week, but… wizards… don’t use bikes, so we thought, instead…” Her voice caught in her throat, and she fell silent.

“Instead, we got you this,” said Vernon. He gestured to the long package on the kitchen table. “We went out for it today.”

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia, Uncle Vernon,” he said. He unwrapped the package, curious as to what he would find. It looked like a long stick, and when it was fully unwrapped, he realised it was a perch for his owl.

“For the owl,” said Petunia eventually. “Your mother, she—she had a cat, but later on, she came home with an owl, and the owl had a perch, and…” she trailed off.

“I like it, thank you!” said Harry. Truthfully, he could take or leave a perch for his owl. What he found more important was the fact that despite their initial displeasure at the wizard situation, the family seemed to have come round at least enough to acknowledge and include the changes.

Next, Harry opened his birthday card from Dudley, and then the gift—a Tottenham Hotspur mug—and thanked his cousin. Of course, Dudley hadn’t chosen the gift – that had been Petunia, as it had every other year – and the other boy had been distant since the previous day, but he mumbled something in response anyway.

His aunt had placed the gift from Professor Flitwick on the table as well, and after unwrapping it Harry found that it was a ‘Charm Your Own Snitch!’ toy which had come with a note that said ‘Your father had one of these and I thought you might like one, too!’, and which could fly. Or, which would be able to fly once Harry put it together and cast the spells. Dudley hadn’t come near enough to Harry to steal his piece of cake at any point, and he hadn’t tried to play with the Snitch either although Harry had seen him watching.

*

Over the next couple of weeks Dudley hadn’t even come near Harry’s bedroom since they had both discovered Harry was a wizard, not even to be spiteful or nasty. Harry had practically the first half of August free from Dudley and his antics which had given Harry the peace and quiet needed to read through his new books and play with his telescope.

Things did get a little boring when Stevie and his parents went on holiday and Dudley still hadn’t found the courage or desire to interact with Harry. It had taken Harry that long to decide on a name for his new eagle owl – in the end he had chosen Agrippa after a rigorous search through his schoolbooks for wizardy names – and to become acquainted with So You’re a Wizard: It’s Magic!, the book Professor Flitwick had indicated would be a good introduction to the magical world. He read about a number of interesting things – chief among them the wizard sport called Quidditch played on brooms – but found the book’s occasional, wholly inaccurate, references to Muggle things and concepts more funny than informative.

In the latter half of August Harry started to seriously read his textbooks rather than flick through them aimlessly, having become worried that he’d be at a disadvantage because he’d only just learned about magic. Most of the books he found interesting, although Magical Theory contained far too many words and phrases which Harry couldn’t find in the dictionary, which made it much more challenging to get through. He fared better with the historical book he’d bought about Voldemort’s war, at least until he read his own name on the page and it suddenly felt all too real. He’d put that book aside for another time, confident he understood enough of it to not make a fool of himself at Hogwarts, and instead made excellent progress on the adventure novel about wizard pirates.

Late in August Dudley had gained the courage to approach Harry once again, and they played a few rounds of gobstones until Petunia found out and put a swift end to it—though whether for the magic or the mess, Harry couldn’t say—and Dudley had returned to his usual state of disinterest and occasional spitefulness.

The summer had certainly been eventful, but Harry was even more excited for it to end, since with each passing day he grew closer and closer to attending a school for magic. The passage of days was a little bittersweet, as he was leaving his old school and friends behind, but the promise of magic and all that it came with was almost enough to make him forget.

On the last Friday in August it appeared that the elder Dursleys had suddenly realised Dudley would need to be ready for school by the coming Wednesday, which had next to no chance of happening without some serious interventions, and Harry saw his chance to ask for a lift to the train station. He knew that his uncle would agree to take him—Vernon never actually said no—but Harry found it always went better if he could pair his thing with one of Dudley’s. It took the attention away from Harry, and let him mostly do what he wanted.

“Uncle Vernon?” he said during a lull in the frantic preparations for Dudley’s upcoming term at Smeltings. “I just wanted to ask if you could take me to King’s Cross on Wednesday, you know, on the way to Smeltings.”

The usually bad-tempered man erupted into a cacophony of snorts, chortles and giggles at the suggestion that wizards took a train to magic school which only got louder when he heard the platform number. He agreed readily enough and even seemed pleased when Harry suggested he be dropped off early so Vernon and Petunia could ‘have more time with Dudley’.

Harry spent the next day packing and repacking his trunk although he left his wand out because he felt that it wasn’t very wizardly to go around without his wand, even though he didn’t know any spells yet. He eventually decided to take Redwand’s Revenge just in case he didn’t find anyone to talk to on the train, which meant he had to unpack his trunk yet again. On Sunday morning, despite his numerous attempts at packing his trunk, Harry was ready and waiting in the living room with Vernon while Dudley and an increasingly frazzled Petunia turned the house upside down looking for Dudley’s school hat.   

At around quarter past nine all three Dursleys, Harry, two school trunks, and an owl crammed into Vernon’s car and set off for London, although only Harry appeared at all pleased by the situation.

*

After about an hour, plus time lost when Vernon had taken a wrong exit on a roundabout, Harry and Vernon unloaded the car of Harry’s school things and placed them onto a trolley. The big clock on the wall showed Harry had arrived with plenty of time to spare—almost half an hour. Harry stood there awkwardly.

Eventually Vernon reached inside his trousers and pulled out a five pound note, which he passed to Harry.

“For the train,” said Vernon. “Your aunt, she—well, she didn’t—memories,” he said eventually, waving his hand about vaguely. “Er, about Christmas—”

“Er—thank you, Uncle Vernon. I think, because of the, you know, the Black thing—I think I’ll have to stay at Hog—at school, this year.”

“The funny little man told us how to send a package,” said Vernon. “So don’t worry about sending the owl for us if you do stay.” He wished Harry a good journey and then got back into the waiting car and drove away, and Harry made his way to the barrier between the wizard and Muggle parts of King’s Cross Station.

As usual when he left the house since learning about magic Harry had a look about for Aurors and other wizards. He thought he could spot a few people who might have been wizards, but the station seemed busy mainly with Muggles. Harry waited until he thought no Muggles were looking and wheeled his trolley through the barrier and onto Platform 9¾ – this time with a little less trepidation than his first try.

Wizards and witches filled the platform, which although not full to bursting was much more crowded than when Harry had last been there. All the people were dressed in a mish-mash of different styles, from brightly-coloured robes to out-dated and sometimes downright odd Muggle garments. Dozens of children, cats, and owls milled about the platform producing a background noise Harry had never heard the like of before. He managed to spot a few people he thought might be Aurors scattered around the platform, in far greater numbers than he’d seen at Diagon Alley.

Harry grinned at the sight of it all, and pushed his trolley closer to the big red steam engine docked at the platform. Several ramps led onto the train and Harry aimed for one near the back, although once he boarded he realised the train was much longer on the inside than on the outside so he ended up closer to the middle. The train wouldn’t depart for another twenty minutes at least, so Harry was unsurprised to find most of the compartments empty or filled only with one or two students. He didn’t want to intrude on anyone, so Harry selected an empty compartment for himself some distance from the entrance ramps and stowed his things, being careful to secure Agrippa’s cage properly so the owl would be safe throughout the journey. Next time, Harry thought he would let Agrippa fly to Hogwarts instead of being cooped up in his cage.

Then he took out his copy of Redwand’s Revenge and sat down to read. Harry had almost gotten to the part of the book where, he hoped, the bold and dashing pirate Redwand would save the Muggle princess from the hag coven, when his compartment door slid open.

“Do you mind if I sit with you?” said a petite brown-haired girl in yellow day-robes. “Everywhere else looks a bit … well, you look friendly. My name’s Tracey—um, Davis. Ooh, but that’s a lovely owl!” she said.

Harry looked up from his book and smiled.

“Yeah, thanks, come in,” he said.

Tracey pushed her trunk through the narrow compartment door followed by a small black and white cat, and sat down opposite Harry.

“My name’s Harry. Er, Potter,” he said, although he almost wished he hadn’t when he saw the girl’s response.

“It’s nice to meet you,” said Tracey after a few moments of somewhat awkward silence. “Blimey, I never thought this was your compartment—sorry if you wanted to be on your own, or anything like that.”

“No, it’s fine, I like company,” said Harry. People at his Muggle primary school had avoided him because they were afraid of Dudley, and although he’d had friends at Stonewall he’d never been particularly popular, so he found it novel and actually quite nice that people would want to be near him. He was honestly just glad he didn’t have to make the first move. “So I suppose you’re not a muggleborn, if you know who I am already.”

“I’m a halfblood,” she explained. “My mam and dad, they’re both magical, but all my grandparents are muggleborns,” Tracey continued proudly. “That’s rare, that is. Really rare!”

“Are they really?” asked Harry. “My mum was a muggleborn,” he said. “Where are you from?”

“Pwllnewin, it’s a magical village in mid-Wales,” said Tracey. “I heard you lived in London, is that true?”

Slightly taken aback by her prior knowledge, Harry simply nodded. Just how much about his life was considered to be public, he wondered. Would he come across a book one day about his mother’s favourite colour? Vernon’s sister’s dog breeding business?

“Well, just outside London I suppose,” Harry said. “It’s the most Muggle place you can think of! I’ve only been to proper London a few times though. It’s big and messy and loud. What’s—how do you say it—like?”

“Pwllnewin. It’s got loads of hills,” Tracey said. “They say it’s where Helga Hufflepuff was born, but I’m not sure that’s true. There’s a big pond though and the water there is enchanted to always be clean and fresh, and that’s what people say about her Cup isn’t it, so maybe it is true. I dunno,” she said, “I like living there. One of the farmers has dirigible sheep and the lambs are so cute! There’s a magic school there, but it’s not like Hogwarts, and all the Ministers since like two hundred years ago have been from Hogwarts, so you know, it makes sense for me to go there instead.”

“I thought Hogwarts was the only school,” Harry said. Certainly, his introductory book for muggleborn students hadn’t mentioned any others. “Are there other ones?”

“Hogwarts is the main school,” said Tracey. “My dad says most people go to Hogwarts, but Mam says it’s only about half. There’s a few other schools though and some people are home-schooled, you know, but that sounds horrible doesn’t it? For Pwllnewin’s school you have to speak Welsh, so obviously not many people from England or anywhere go there, and there’s one in Ireland where they speak Irish, my nan said. And there’s WADA, but you need to be able to sing or dance or something like that… You need to audition.” She turned red at the last bit. “But everyone is offered a place at Hogwarts as long as they’re a witch.”

The pair continued to chat for a little while after that, and whenever there was a lull in the conversation, Tracey seemed more than capable of powering through and speaking enough for the both of them. Tracey told stories about her younger brothers while Harry traded a few of his own about Dudley until the train let out a shrill whistle and started to move away from the platform, and they were interrupted by the appearance of a bulky girl in short robes and a thin blond boy in a much more expensive looking robe at the doorway.

“I say, is it all right if we sit with you chaps?” said the boy in a soft Scottish accent. “You look the right age, we’re just starting this year too, you know,” he finished as he barged his way through the door. “Ernie Macmillan and Millicent Bulstrode, how do you do,” he said and offered out his hand. The girl—Millicent—shoved him out of the way roughly and slung her trunk onto the rack.

“He calls himself Ernie, when everyone knows his name is Ernest, and I get Millicent!” she complained. “Call me Millie.”

Ernie struggled with his own trunk until Millicent finally helped him out, and the pair sat down – Ernie next to Harry and Millicent next to Tracey – to make proper introductions, which for Ernie had involved an oddly formal handshake and an exchange of surnames, although Millicent had settled for hello.

“Good to have you back, Potter,” he said, and then changed the subject. “It’s rather silly that we’ve had to come all the way down to London just to catch a train to take us back to Hogsmeade especially with the Azkaban breakout, but I suppose it’s tradition and all that.”

“Mum said we should catch the train down this morning,” said Millicent with a smile, “and Dad didn’t realise she was joking until she showed him the Portkey!”

“Oh, that’s really bad luck,” said Tracey. “We’ll be on the train for hours, and you were already practically there! Do you have to take the train every time?” she asked.

“Only to go home or come back from summer,” said Ernie, “so it isn’t that bad. At least come Christmas we can just nip home if we want, none of this train business. Thank Merlin.”

“They really make you come all the way to London just to catch a train?” asked Harry. “Even though you live right next to Hogwarts? I guess you can Apparate here, but it’s a bit a far!”

“Yeah,” said Millicent. “It’s the law. We would have come by Floo, but Mum’s pregnant and you know what they say about Floo powder, so we got a Portkey.”

Harry didn’t know what they said about Floo powder but nodded along with the rest anyway.

“So, what Houses are you lot hoping for?” asked Ernie. “I’m looking at Hufflepuff, myself, but I wouldn’t say no to Ravenclaw, you know!”

“I’m going in for Slytherin,” said Millicent. “My mum was in Slytherin, and her parents, and their parents,” she said. She shrugged. “My dad was in Hufflepuff though.”

“That’s where I want to go, too, Millie!” said Tracey. “Oh, that’s wonderful, if we both get in we’ll already know someone!”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” said Harry when everyone turned to him. “They all sound good. How do they decide what Houses we fit in? I couldn’t find how in any of my books, and my relatives are Muggles so they don’t know.”

“It’s an enchanted hat,” said Ernie. “Frightfully old, you know, you just put it on your head and it tells everyone what House you belong to. It’s meant to be a sort of fun little secret, but nearly everyone is in on it before they start. Mum and Dad refused to say anything, but cousin Archie told me all about it.”

“Really? You just put on a hat? That’s it?” said Harry. It sounded a little anti-climactic, if he were to be honest. “Well, at least they don’t make you do any magic or anything like that.”

“Nobody knows any magic yet anyway,” said Millicent. “At least, that’s what my mum said…”

“I got a spell to work yesterday,” admitted Ernie, “but it’s the first time.”

“Which one?” asked Tracey, pulling out her own wand. “I got Lumos to work,” she said, and demonstrated by lighting up the end of her wand. “Nan helped.” She grinned. “A lot.”

“That’s the one I managed, too,” said Ernie. “Well, it’s the easiest, isn’t it?” He pulled out his own wand and lit the end with the charm after a couple of tries.

Millicent glowered at them both.

“Okay, I don’t know any magic,” she said. Millicent pulled out her wand and frowned at it. “I’m still getting to know my wand. Mr Ollivander said spruce wands ‘get ideas’ and you have to be firm with them.” She gave it a wave and a single, solitary spark fell from the end of it and disappeared soon after. “See?”

“I haven’t tried any spells,” Harry said. “I didn’t think we were allowed. But I did read a lot about the Wand-lighting Charm, so maybe I can do it…” He took his wand from where he’d placed it on the seat next to him and hoped that he understood at least enough of Magical Theory and The Standard Book of Spells to produce something.

He focussed on the feeling he’d felt in Ollivander’s shop when his wand had chosen him, of warmth running through his arm and into the wand itself, and thought about the sun and the night and how it felt to be alone in the dark, and tried to fill himself with a solid belief in his ability to cast the spell – all of the main things the books had said to worry about when casting the spell as a novice. Harry waited until he felt certain it would work, and spoke the incantation.

“Lumos,” he said, and the tip of his wand lit up. He grinned; he’d just done magic! Actual magic, using his wand and a spell. The light flickered out after a few seconds, but it had existed.

“Oh, good show!” said Ernie.

“It took me two weeks to get it right, and I had Nan explaining it to me!” said Tracey.

“The bit about the lighting charm is the only bit of Magical Theory I could understand,” admitted Harry.

“Well, bully for you,” said Millicent. “At this rate they’ll send me home for being a squib!”

Tracey and Ernie laughed.

“Squibs don’t get letters,” said Tracey. “You’ll be fine!”

For about an hour or so the four children chatted amongst themselves and played a few rounds of gobstones when they were interrupted by a knock at the compartment door from an elderly witch with a snack trolley.

“Sweets and snacks, dears?”

Harry didn’t need to think about it. He got up from his seat and took a look at what was on offer, but soon realised he didn’t recognise a single item on the trolley.

“Yes, please! We’ll have a bit of everything, thank you,” he said, and fished inside his moneybag for the required amounts, and sat back down in his seat when the trolley witch delicately transferred a hoard of sweets into Harry’s arms. Harry dropped the pile of pasties and Chocolate Frogs and an assortment of other things he’d never heard of before down onto the space between him and Ernie.

“I think there should be enough for all of us,” he said. He thought there might even be too much for all four of them, but he supposed he could keep anything left over just in case the Hogwarts food resembled the food at his Muggle schools.

“Cheers, Harry!” said Ernie as he took a Chocolate Frog from the pile. “I still need Consternation Macmillan, he was my great-great-grandfather you know, so if any of you lot get him I’ll trade you!”

“Chuck me a Liquorice Wand please, Harry,” said Millicent.

Harry tossed her a long, thin package that he assumed was a Liquorice Wand, and took a Chocolate Frog for himself.

“Thanks, Harry,” said Tracey. She grabbed a pumpkin pasty and looked at it thoughtfully. “I wonder if these are better than Dad’s…”

Harry unwrapped his Chocolate Frog and it wriggled out of its packaging and almost hopped onto the floor before Harry caught it.

“It’s not… it’s not a real frog turned into chocolate, is it?” he asked as he eyed the wriggling chocolate frog suspiciously.

“It’s just a charm,” said Tracey, barely suppressing a giggle. “It’s not alive! If you bite the head off it stops moving.” She paused. “But if you like the wiggling, bite the leg end first.”

Harry reluctantly bit off one of the struggling frog’s legs and swallowed the still-wiggling frog just to see what it was like. He shivered as the frog wriggled its way into his stomach.

Won’t be doing that again, Harry decided.

“I was hoping you’d got Consternation,” muttered Ernie as he looked down at the small card he had taken from Harry’s wrapper. “You got Nicolas Flamel. I’ve got three of him already.” He handed the card over to Harry, who read it.

“’Nicolas Flamel, 1326AD to present’,” read Harry. “’A Grand Philosopher, Nicolas Flamel is the only known creator of a Philosopher’s Stone. He lives with his wife, Perenelle, in Cornwall, England’. He has to be the oldest person I’ve ever heard of! And what’s a Grand Philosopher, anyway?”

“He’s in my magazine!” said Tracey. “Hang on, let me just grab it…” She stood up to look on the rack for her glossy magazine, and then showed it to everyone else once she had found it.

The witch on the front cover blinked at them coquettishly from behind a cascade of shiny golden hair. Just above her head were the words WITCH WEEKLY in a flowing and elegant script. Underneath the witch the words kept changing to advertise the things that could be found in the magazine. Tracey flipped the cover and flicked through the pages until she reached what she was looking for.

“See? He’s on the Witch Weekly Rich List. Look, ‘Number 1 – Nicolas Flamel is the richest man in Britain due to his possession of the Philosopher’s Stone, the Grand Work of alchemy,’” she said. “I think it’s just another way of saying an alchemist, Harry. Oh, but look, it says here some of the people on the list have children in our year at Hogwarts. Lucius Malfoy, Sinistrus Nott, Livia Zabini and Hortensia Boot…”

Millicent peered at the list and sniggered.

“Hey, Ernie – your dad’s on the list as well.”

“Is he?” said Ernie, “Let’s have a look.” He leaned over to check the list. “’Number 26 – (Honourable mention) Algernon Macmillan’.” His eyes widened. “You’re richer than Dad?” he said, looking down at the magazine and then up at Harry. “See – ‘Number 23 – Harry Potter’. But you’re only thirteen!”

Harry went red. Until only a few weeks ago, Harry hadn’t ever really handled that much money. He didn’t get pocket money as a general rule, although nor did Dudley in fairness. Now, to his absolute horror, he discovered that his name featured in the kinds of magazines his aunt read, and in their rich list. Then he remembered what Professor Flitwick had said about his father.

“It’s from that Sleakeazy thing,” Harry said, and he shrugged. “I only found out it existed a few weeks ago, so it’s not like I grew up rich or anything like that.” Of course, his aunt and uncle were quite well off, so he hadn’t technically been poor either, but as none of it was Harry’s money he didn’t think it really counted.

Harry glanced down at the magazine. “Yeah, look, it says there—my grandfather invented something. Weird, I didn’t know it was a hair care potion.”

“Oh, it’s really good,” said Tracey. “Even if you have crazy hair, it makes it all nice and straight and you can do anything you want with it.” She looked at Harry’s bird’s nest of hair and giggled. “You know, if your hair is a family trait, that’s probably why your granddad invented it!”

Harry smoothed down his hair self-consciously, although he knew from years of trying that it was pointless. Now that Tracey had brought it up, Harry found himself wondering whether his grandfather – or maybe his father – had had hair like him, and if that had been what had inspired the creation of a new hair care potion. Aunt Petunia had certainly thought it warranted all sorts of special attention over the years.

“Yeah, maybe,” he said. “Anyone fancy a game of gobstones?”

The others agreed and the four children spent an hour or so playing the messy game on the floor of their compartment until a knock, and the sound of their compartment door opening, distracted them from the game. A bushy-haired girl already in her school robes came inside the compartment followed by a pudgy blond boy whose eyes looked constantly towards the floor.

“Have you seen a toad? Neville here has lost one,” said the girl. “It answers to Trevor and likes hiding in dark spaces.”

“None of us has seen a toad,” answered Ernie. “Frightfully sorry, maybe you’ll have better luck in the next compartment?”

“What’s that you’re playing?” asked the girl. “Is it a magical game? Only, I’m new to all this—first witch in my family—so I’ve never seen a magical game being played. It looks like marbles.”

“It’s called gobstones,” said Tracey. “It’s a bit like marbles. I’m Tracey! What’s your name?”

“Hermione Granger,” said the girl.

Millicent and Ernie introduced themselves, and when it was Harry’s turn, the girl nodded at his name and immediately began to list books she had read in which Harry had appeared.

“I’ve read all about you, of course, so I already know who you are,” said Hermione. “Did you know you’re in all sorts of books? The Rise and Fall of the Dark Arts, A Modern History of Dark Magic, and Great Wizarding Events of the Twentieth Century, not to mention—”

“I know,” said Harry. “I read one. It was a bit dry.”

“Oh,” said Granger. “Well, if I were you, I would have read everything I could find about it. I mean, do you know that your parents—”

“It’s a good thing I’m not you, then,” said Harry quickly, “because it sounds like it would be really boring.”

“There’s no need to get snippy,” said Granger. “It is important, and with one of that evil man’s followers broken out of prison, I thought you might have been interested to know something about it all.” She looked around at the four children who were still in their normal clothes. “You should think about changing into your school robes, we’ll be there soon. Come on, Neville,” she said, “let’s go find Trevor.”

Hermione and her mute companion left the compartment, leaving the door opened. Millicent got up and closed the door.

“How rude! We probably should get into our school robes, though,” she said, looking out of the window at the darkening sky. “I hope Mum isn’t waiting at the other platform. She said she wouldn’t, but we live really close to the station…”

“I’ve already told my mum she has to be sensible with the owls,” said Ernie. “You know it won’t even take fifteen minutes for the owl to reach me from our house? I said to her, ‘Mum, you can’t go about sending me letters every fifteen minutes, it’s just not done’. In the end we agreed twice a week, but I think that’s still too many and I’ll try for once a fortnight come Christmas.”

Harry didn’t think he would receive as many letters in his entire seven years at Hogwarts as Ernie would over the course of their first year alone, but he supposed that he didn’t really want to receive any letters from his aunt and uncle anyway. What would there be to talk about? His aunt had a tendency to go faint at the merest mention of magic, and they had never been all that interested in his Muggle schoolwork anyway, so long as he completed it. Harry thought it might be nice of him to send them a note at Christmas, but he half expected them to ignore Agrippa due to the sheer embarrassment of being seen receiving letters from another owl.

Harry opened his trunk and pulled out the set of school robes he had left on top while the others were complaining about letters home and similar things, and pulled the robes over his head before taking off his Muggle trousers and stuffing them into his trunk. He had tried on his various robes at home in Privet Drive, but it felt different to be standing in them on a magical train. Not unusual, exactly, because Ernie and Millicent had been wearing robes the entire journey, but different enough from his usual attire that although Harry felt somewhat like he was wearing a dress, he did feel rather wizardly as well.

Not long after Harry had finished with the clasp on his robes, the others had all dressed in their own school robes. The conversation eventually died down as the train drew closer to Hogsmeade Station, and with the snacks having been eaten and the games put away, Harry began to think again about the up-coming Sorting and which of the Houses suited him best.
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The huge, gleaming red Hogwarts Express train puttered into Hogsmeade Station without fuss, and after squeezing through the improbably-full corridor on the train, Harry emerged from the mass of students onto the platform at Hogsmeade holding his trunk and Agrippa’s cage. Once outside he wondered what to do next. He watched as Ernie and Tracey put their things down on the platform, and then did the same. It felt strange to just leave his things unattended, but it was what everyone else was doing.

The other years peeled off in one direction along a lantern-lit cobblestone road that skirted the edge of the village chatting loudly, and the first years milled about on the now deserted platform amidst an ocean of luggage, cats, owls, and at least one toad.

“Firs’ years! Firs’ years! Leave yer things on the platform and follow me! ‘m Hagrid, the groundskeeper,” called out an absurdly tall and wide man with a large beard. He stopped suddenly and held something aloft. “Whose toad is this?”

Harry left his trunk and Agrippa next to Tracey’s luggage—and her cat, which was sitting patiently atop her trunk—and followed the large man with the rest of the first years. Harry and his new friends eventually found their way along the winding and dimly-lit path to the shore of what appeared to be a very large and very deep lake. Twenty or so little boats waited in a clusters along a rickety and ancient-looking wooden pier.

“Four to a boat,” said the giant man, “quickly now. Everyone’ll be waitin’ for yeh so the Sorting can start.”

Ernie strode forward and claimed a boat, then waved Harry and the girls over to it. To his surprise, Harry found it incredibly easy to step into the boat even though it bobbed on the surface of the water, and it didn’t even topple when the next boat along the pier crashed into it and Millicent stumbled in.

The small fleet of boats set off a few moments later, gliding through the calm lake waters silent but for the low and excited murmur of Hogwarts’s newest pupils.

“There’s meant to be a giant squid living in the lake,” said Millicent. She leaned over the edge of the boat to look into the water. “It’s supposed to be hundreds of years old. Reckon we’ll see it?”

Harry peered over the side of the boat at the water and frowned. He couldn’t see anything, but it was getting dark and the water seemed murky.

“Well, if we do I hope it’s friendly,” he said.

“Dad said when he was a first year, someone fell in and the squid scooped them out!” said Ernie. “So it must be friendly!”

“Nan told me the same thing,” said Tracey, “so I think it’s just a story.”

A small argument erupted over whether or not such an event had ever happened involving a student and the squid, which only stopped when Hagrid called out to get the students’ attention.

“Now, just up ‘ere yeh’ll be seein’ the castle fer the first time,” he said. “Reckon you might be wantin’ ter take a look.”

Harry craned his neck to look out across the lake. A vast and formidable stone castle sporting numerous wings and towers on top of towers sat atop a small hill at the edge of the lake, with an expanse of forest creeping around the hill and the shoreline. A thousand windows – big and small, tall and short, a variety of different shapes – shone soft, flickering light into the night sky.

“It’s so pretty!” said Tracey.  

Harry nodded in agreement. Stonewall High had been a series of squat concrete blocks with slightly worn out facilities filled with students in dreary grey uniforms. Dudley had teased him for a couple of weeks about how much nicer Smeltings would be than Stonewall High, but if he’d only realised where Harry would end up spending the rest of his schooling he’d have shut right up, or asked to go himself. Hogwarts outclassed Smeltings in every category so far, at least as far as Harry was concerned, and he would get to learn magic.

“It’s not fully the original tenth century castle, of course,” said Ernie. “Did you know my great—“

“Yeah, brilliant,” said Millicent. “Nobody cares. Look! We’re nearly there,” she said, and pointed at the covered stone harbour building a short distance away. Already the first few boats had docked, and the students inside stood around waiting for the others to arrive. When the last of the boats had docked and their students waited safely on dry land, Hagrid waved the new students onwards and up a winding set of stone stairs.

Eventually the big group of children and the groundskeeper entered the castle proper and emerged into the grand Entrance Hall where they were met by a tall, stern-looking witch wearing a stiff pointed hat and austere robes.

“Professor McGonagall,” said Hagrid. “All ‘ere, no accidents.”

“Thank you, Hagrid,” said the woman in soft Scottish accent. “Welcome, students, to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. In just a short while you will be Sorted into your new Houses which will, over the course of your stay here, be something like a family at school. You will eat with your House, sleep in your House, and take classes with your House. There are four Houses, each with a long and illustrious history. Every House has produced and will continue to produce many fine witches and wizards, in whose number I am sure at least some of you will one day be counted. I am Professor McGonagall, Head of Gryffindor House and Mistress of Transfiguration here at Hogwarts. You are to wait quietly while I go and inform the rest of the school that you have arrived, and then you will all form an orderly line to enter the Great Hall for the Sorting. When you are inside remain quiet until I call out your name, and then step forward to sit on the stool and put on the Hat to get Sorted.”

The stern witch didn’t wait for any kind of reply and simply left the crowd of nervous children to wait. Many of the children seemed confused at the mention of a hat, whilst others were taking every opportunity to say ‘I told you so’ to their sceptical friends.

“Well, chaps, this is it,” said Ernie. “Nothing to do now but wait!”

“We get Sorted in front of the whole school?” asked Harry, who hadn’t considered that everyone would be watching him.

“I hope I don’t take really long,” Tracey said. “Nan said some people take ages and ages with the Hat, and nobody can eat until everyone’s been Sorted, and there are lots of us waiting…”

Harry opened his mouth to agree, but instead ended up gawping as a host of shimmering, ethereal people floated through the wall and across the Entrance Hall. Several other students let out little screams at the sight of the ghostly procession.

“Something has to be done about Peeves,” said one of the ghosts. “It just can’t carry on—oh! Hello there!” he said.

“Welcome to Hogwarts!” said another, a portly man in ghostly robes.

Several of the other ghosts made greetings or comments to the gathered students but they soon floated off into the Great Hall, and Professor McGonagall returned to usher the nervous students into the Great Hall.

On a solitary and quite out-of-place stool near the grand doors from the Entrance Hall sat a tattered and ancient hat. Four long tables took up most of the gargantuan hall, and a couple of hundred black-robed students sat at each of them talking and shouting loudly. On a raised dais the professors and an assortment of other staff sat at another long table overlooking the hall.

When the last of the first years had been guided into the hall and the vast doors closed, the hall grew silent, and the Hat opened its rim and began to sing. Harry tuned out most of the song as he started to think about where the Hat would send him – if it didn’t send him packing back home.

 


  “You might belong in Gryffindor,



  Where dwell the brave at heart,



  Their daring, nerve, and chivalry



  Set Gryffindors apart;”


 

Harry didn’t feel especially brave or chivalrous, but his parents had both been in Gryffindor, and from what he had heard, families often Sorted in the same way. He wondered if it worked that way when a person grew up without their magical relatives, since he doubted any of the Dursleys would have gone to Gryffindor if they’d had the opportunity. Vernon was easily angered, but that wasn’t the same thing as being brave. Harry supposed that lots of people might be expecting him to go to Gryffindor just because he was the ‘Boy-Who-Lived’.

 


  “You might belong in Hufflepuff,



  Where they are just and loyal,



  Those patient Hufflepuffs are true



  And unafraid of toil;”



  


Harry felt more than familiar with the concept of toil, although he was unsure whether he wanted to go to a House that seemed to be based on patient toiling. He did know one other person who wanted to go to Hufflepuff in Ernie, who seemed friendly enough if a little pompous, so he supposed it wouldn’t be too bad to go there—and it did seem like a good, friendly place. That Diggory bloke from Madam Malkin’s had been a Hufflepuff, too, and he seemed like a pleasant sort. Harry supposed if the Hat really wanted him to go there, and Ernie went there too, it wouldn’t be the worst House to get put in.


  



  “Or yet in wise old Ravenclaw,



  if you’ve a ready mind,



  Where those of wit and learning,



  Will always find their kind;”



  


Listening to the Hat’s song, Harry didn’t think he wanted to go to Ravenclaw, if he were to be perfectly honest with himself, even if the Hat offered it to him. He knew he wasn’t stupid by any stretch of the word; he usually managed to do better than a lot of his class at school, and always managed to do better than Dudley, but he’d never been the best at anything really. Ravenclaw sounded to Harry as if it were intended for people much smarter than him, or at the very least more interested in schoolwork, like that Hermione Granger girl had seemed to be. Even if he did get in, would it turn out to be a House full of Grangers?

Not for me, Harry decided.

 


  “Or perhaps in Slytherin



  You’ll make your real friends,



  Those cunning folks use any means



  To achieve their ends.”



  


Harry had been told all sorts of famous and influential people had been in Slytherin at school, although most of them were just names that meant nothing to him. That Diggory boy in the robe shop had said Slytherin was about ambition. Harry had never been especially ambitious, but he’d always known that if he wanted to get on in life, he’d have to do something about it himself. Even Petunia had thought it important to have lofty goals, and although Harry thought that was because she tended towards a bit of snobbery and didn’t want him working behind the tills in Woolworths, she wasn’t wrong.

Even knowing he had literal mounds of gold sat in a vault under London didn’t mean he wanted to sit around on his arse all day, either. He wanted to do something, and although he knew next to nothing about wizarding jobs, Harry wanted that something to be interesting.

But is that an ambition? Harry wondered. This Sorting business is a bit more complicated than I’d thought. Harry hadn’t really expected putting on a Hat to have involved quite so much existential navel-gazing.

The Hat sang the last few lines of its song and the Great Hall erupted into a chorus of claps and cheers which died down at a sharp gesture from Professor McGonagall. The stern and officious witch called out the name of the first student to be Sorted, ‘Abbot, Hannah’, who made her way to the stool and put the Hat on her head. It sat there for several seconds until it called out loudly, “HUFFLEPUFF!” and the assembled students, most notably those at the Hufflepuff table, clapped. Two students at one of the tables kept on clapping long after the rest of the students had finished, earning them an admonition from Professor McGonagall. When they had finally stopped, Professor McGonagall called up the next student to be Sorted.

Harry watched intently as each new student got Sorted into their House and the A names changed into B names. ‘Boot, Terence’ went to Ravenclaw after a tense four-and-half minutes under the Hat and ‘Brown, Lavender’ sat underneath the Hat trembling as Harry heard Millicent crack her knuckles and take a deep breath.

“It’s me soon,” she whispered. “See you all tomorrow, if we go different places.”

“Good luck,” said Harry quietly.

“You’ll be fine,” said Ernie. “You’ll get Slytherin, no need to worry.”

“See you at the Slytherin table!” said Tracey.

“Bulstrode, Millicent,” called out Professor McGonagall, and the large young girl walked up to the stool and stuffed the Hat onto her head roughly, where it sat silently for at least two and a half minutes. From under the rim of the Hat Harry could just about make out Millicent’s increasingly deep frown. Eventually the Hat shouted out “SLYTHERIN!” and Millicent quickly got up and shoved the Hat back onto its stool roughly before making her way to the Slytherin table amidst a chorus of claps.

“Ooh, well done, Millie!” said Tracey from beside Harry. “Now I’ll have to get in!”

The throng of first years gathered at the back of the Hall near the doors grew smaller as each new student went to their new House until at last Professor McGonagall called out ‘Davis, Tracey’ and Tracey left to sit on the stool. Just before putting the Hat on she gave a big thumbs up to Harry and Ernie and then placed the Hat onto her head. Moments later, and almost as soon as the Hat reached her head, it shouted out “SLYTHERIN!” and Tracey joined Millicent at the Slytherin table to a chorus of claps.

‘Granger, Hermione’ ended up going to Gryffindor, which surprised Harry although he supposed the Hat knew what it was doing, since it had been doing it for a thousand years at least. Still, judging by their altercation on train, Harry would have put Granger in Ravenclaw.

More surprising was ‘Longbottom, Neville’ also going to Gryffindor after an admittedly extremely lengthy spell under the Hat, since when Harry had met him, the poor boy hadn’t said a thing and had spent the entire time staring at the compartment floor. Neville himself appeared just as confused and shocked at the Hat’s proclamation as Harry, and even walked away from the stool with the Hat still on his head until Professor McGonagall snatched it from him and called out for the next student.

When it reached Ernie’s turn to be Sorted he gave Harry a brief handshake before leaving him with the dwindling crowd to sit on the stool, and before the Hat even touched his head it shouted out “HUFFLEPUFF!”

The House started to cheer and clap as Ernie joined them at their table, followed by a more muted celebration from the other three Houses. Harry supposed Hufflepuff wouldn’t be too bad to join—Vernon always harped on about the value of hard work, so perhaps Harry could give it a go—and as Ernie had gone there he would have a friend already.

As ‘Malfoy, Draco’ walked up to the stool to be Sorted, Harry took another look at the gathered students and realised that the Sorting was about half-way done, and that it would soon be his turn under the Hat. Several more students were Sorted after that in rapid succession, although ‘Nott, Theodore’ took nearly three minutes, until eventually Professor McGonagall called out ‘Parkinson, Pansy’ and Harry realised it would be his turn very soon—maybe even next. He took a deep breath to steady himself.

Parkinson went to Slytherin after about a minute or so sat underneath the Sorting Hat, and was followed by ‘Perks, Sally-Anne’, who went to Gryffindor. Then at last came ‘Potter, Harry’, and at once students all over the Great Hall began talking in hurried whispers.

Harry wished they hadn’t, because it was hard enough walking up to the Hat in front of the whole school to begin with. And he could even hear what some of them were saying.

“She can’t mean—”

“Not the Harry Potter?”

“Bit short, isn’t he?”

Harry took a deep breath and started to walk towards the stool. He didn’t want to trip or fall, not when he could feel every eye in the room staring at him, and he suddenly felt terrified that he had put on his robes incorrectly, but when he placed the Hat onto his head he was glad to realise it covered just enough of his eyes that he couldn’t see the sea of students as they talked about him loudly.

Curious, curious, said a voice right into his head. It’s all here in your head, don’t you worry about that! Now, what to do with you? What to do indeed?

Hello, thought Harry.

Yes, yes, said the Hat. Oh, they would have argued over you. But who would have won? You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, that’s true, and there is a lot Ravenclaw could teach you! But I think you would never truly feel you belonged there, and I think Rowena would have realised that… So! Not Ravenclaw, then. 

Right, thought Harry, unsure exactly how he was supposed to respond, although he had the feeling that the Hat needed no prompting or help in looking around his head, and would do as it pleased whether or not Harry spoke to it. Still, it did feel odd—impolite, even—not to have any response at all. At least it agreed with him that Ravenclaw wasn’t for him.

Loyal? Oh, my, yes. A good sense of fairness, too, said the Hat. It went silent for a little while and Harry could almost feel it rustling around his mind. Tell me, lad, how do you feel about Hufflepuff? Out with it now—ah, yes, I see. Well, you can go there if you like, but it won’t be the best fit for you. Oh, you certainly have the right stuff, no doubt about that, but what would you gain?

Harry felt like that Hat had made good points so far, since he wouldn’t have chosen Ravenclaw if offered a choice, although he did wonder what the Hat meant about Hufflepuff.

It’s just not what I think would be best in your case, though I daresay dear Helga would have been thrilled to take you, clarified the Hat, leaving Harry no better informed than before. Now, there’s more than enough bravery to fill a battlefield, I should think, continued the Hat. Certainly I can see courage the like of which I have not seen in an age! You would do well in Gryffindor, yes, like your parents, and like your father’s father… But you could do better than well, and you know it, don’t you? There’s a thirst to prove yourself worthy, yes? A desire to be as great as people think you might be, to match and even exceed expectations? Well, Slytherin would help you in that. You could be great indeed. And—well, that is curious now, isn’t it? Just like your mother… Well, lad. There is much that old Salazar would have taught you, of that I am certain, your particular talent notwithstanding.

Until then the idea of being Sorted into a House had been almost an entirely abstract thing to Harry, but presented with two possible options by the Hat, he found it more difficult than ever to choose. His parents had gone to Gryffindor; would they have expected him to go there too? Would it honour their memories, their sacrifice, to follow them into Gryffindor? Had that been what they wanted? Would everyone watching in the Hall—students and teachers and even the ghosts—expect him to go to Gryffindor?

Did it even matter what anyone else expected? Harry gripped the edge of the stool tightly. Harry thought his parents would understand if he simply let the Hat do its job, and decide where he fit best.


  Yes, it had better be—


“SLYTHERIN!” shouted the Hat, and a wave of overly loud whispers went out across the Hall as students reacted to Harry’s Sorting in and amongst their groups. After only a few moments the Slytherin table burst into claps and cheers and, Harry thought, even some whistles—although some of its members looked distinctly unimpressed with Harry’s Sorting. The claps and cheers were followed by the other tables in a much more muted fashion. Harry quickly took off the Hat and set it down on the stool for the next person before making his way to the Slytherin table, where he sat down at the end of the table in a space carved out for him between Tracey and a thin and pointy-faced boy Harry thought might have been ‘Nott, Theodore’, who nodded to him.

“I knew you’d be a Slytherin,” said Tracey excitedly, “I could just tell!”

“Good to see you here, Potter, but we can chat after the Sorting is done!” said an older girl on the opposite side of the table. “Gemma Farley – I’m a prefect.”

Harry just nodded along and watched the rest of the Sorting, clapping along with everyone else when the Hat announced its choices, but with a little bit more gusto every time a student came to Slytherin. After about ten minutes the final student to be Sorted, ‘Zabini, Blaise’, went to Slytherin and sat at the very end of the table next to ‘Wash, Oliver’, and Professor Dumbledore stood up after the clapping had died down.

“Ah, how wonderful it is to be back here again for the start of a new school year,” he said. “Congratulations to all our new first years and may you all settle in to your new Houses. Now, I am quite sure that you are all very hungry and can’t wait to enjoy the no doubt spectacular feast that has been prepared for us this evening. So I shall say only a few words: Nitwit! Blubber! Oddment! Tweak!”

The old wizard sat down and immediately mountains of piping hot food appeared on the table in front of Harry, from whole roasted chickens to mounds of potatoes and parsnips and carrots, to soups and still-warm freshly baked bread buns and everything in between.

“Harry, pass the potatoes would you?” Tracey said. “No, the roasts, thank you,” she said.

Harry obliged and took some for himself, then offered them to the boy sat next to him.

“I’m Harry,” he said. “Potatoes?”

“Theodore Nott,” said the boy. “Yes, please.” He held up a jug. “Juice?” he asked, and Harry nodded and let the other boy fill his goblet up with the orange liquid.

“What kind of juice is it?” he asked. Despite the colour, it didn’t look like orange juice.

“I’m Draco,” said the blond boy sat next to Theodore, interrupting Theodore’s reply. “Draco Malfoy,” he added as if it were of the utmost importance. “No need to introduce yourself of course, we all know who you are, but it is good to see you here with the right sort. Can you imagine if you’d gone to Hufflepuff? I mean, really.”

“Er, right, hello,” said Harry. He didn’t think it would have been so bad to go to Hufflepuff, but he said nothing. “Good to meet you both.”

“And I’m Tracey,” said Tracey, “and this is Millie! So where’s everybody from? I’m from Pwllnewin, it’s in Powys, you know, Wales.”

“I’m from Hogsmeade,” said Millicent. “We lived in Glasgow for a while though but Mum didn’t like it. Too Muggle, she said.”

“Wiltshire,” supplied Draco. “Just outside Nimlet’s Head. Did you know my father owns the village? It’s been in our family for generations.”

“He doesn’t own the whole village,” said Theodore. “I live near Draco—we knew each other before Hogwarts.”

“Vince and Greg – Crabbe and Goyle – they live in the village,” continued Draco as he gestured to two large but squat boys on the opposite side of the table who were currently shovelling food into their mouths at an almost superhuman rate. “Not that they’ll bother to talk what with all the food.”

“I live in Surrey,” said Harry as he attempted not to spill the peas everywhere. “It’s just a normal Muggle town, not very interesting, not like erm, Poothnewin or Nimlet’s Herd—”

“Does your family have a—oh, what’s it called? A computation engine?” asked Theodore, interrupting.

“My cousin Dudley has a computer, I used it sometimes for school. It’s not that good really, you can’t do that much with it…” Harry said, slightly confused.

“Oh,” said Theodore. “That’s disappointing, I’d heard Muggles could use them to fly to the moon.”

Harry laughed, and Theodore looked disappointed.

“I learned about it in Muggle Studies,” said Gemma Farley. “They did use computers to go there, but that’s not what most Muggles use computers for. The Muggles used them to build something that could go to the moon, or something like that—they made something like a broom but bigger and made of metal. Funny, right?”

“Is that true?” demanded Draco of Harry, and when Harry told him it was, he immediately started talking to a girl opposite him. “Pansy, Pansy—you’ll never guess what Potter just told me; Muggles have giant metal brooms… No, not airy-plains or helly-copters, it’s different…”

“That’s not really what it’s like,” said Harry, but Theodore just shook his head.

“I wouldn’t bother. He gets like that. I’d just leave it be.”

“Were you hoping for Slytherin or was it a surprise?” asked Harry in between bites of his parsnips.

Theodore shrugged.

“My dad was in Slytherin… and his dad. Most Notts were since, well, there were Notts. I wouldn’t have minded Ravenclaw; the Hat did offer.” Theodore fidgeted with his cutlery and went silent for a few moments until he realised he was supposed to ask something back. “What about you?”

“I thought about all the Houses… It was between Slytherin and Gryffindor in the end. My parents were both Gryffindors, and the Hat said I could do well there,” said Harry. “But… it said I could do better here.”

“I wanted Slytherin all along,” said Tracey. “Nan was in Slytherin, but she’s the only one, so it was still a bit unexpected!”

“I didn’t recognise your name,” said Theodore. “You’re halfblood? Who’s your nan’s family?”

“Oh, she doesn’t have one. Well, not like that, anyway; she’s a muggleborn. All my grandparents are!” said Tracey proudly.

“You know, Potter,” said Gemma Farley quickly after a brief glance towards both Theodore and Tracey, “I will admit I thought you were going right to Gryffindor. I mean, it seems obvious doesn’t it? Me, though? I was a pack of nerves when I came here; I asked the Hat for Hufflepuff, convinced it was the only place I’d get in! Then it sent me here and that was that. But now you’ve come here, everyone’s going to be watching to see what happens next. We’ve won the House Cup seven years in a row, so no pressure!”

“What’s the House Cup?” asked Harry.

“It’s a competition between the Houses,” explained Gemma. “Teachers give out House points for good work, answers in class, if you go to groups like Charms Club and do projects and stuff like that, but they can take them away too. And there’s the Quidditch Cup where our House team has dominated since Charlie Weasley – he was in Gryffindor – left a few years ago, and all the points go towards the House Cup as well, so we’ve just been winning it every year. The other Houses hate that we’re winning so much, so all you firsties need to get your heads down and keep us in the lead, not just Potter here!”

Harry glanced up at the teachers’ table where a couple of dozen witches and wizards sat eating their meals and chatting amongst themselves. He recognised Professor Flitwick, who had sat next to Professor McGonagall. Dumbledore sat at the very middle of the table on a throne-like chair, and Harry recognised Hagrid who towered over everyone, but every other member of staff was completely unknown to him. His gaze lingered over a professor wearing a turban and felt a pain in his scar so sharp he nearly jumped out of his seat.

“What’s wrong?” asked Tracey.

“Nothing, a headache I think. It’s a bit loud in here, that’s all,” said Harry, although noise had never given him trouble like that before. He looked up at the High Table again. “Who’s that professor with the turban?”

“Him? He’s the Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor, Professor Quirrell,” said Gemma. “There’s only one proper teacher this year; apparently, Dumbledore couldn’t find anyone else to teach it after the other two quit last year. One apprentice stayed on as Professor Quirrell’s, but he doesn’t look too happy about it… I think he took another one this year as well. Quirrell used to teach Muggle Studies a few years ago, see, so people still don’t really rate him as the Defence Professor. Rumour has it Snape wanted the job, but I wouldn’t mention it around him if I were you.”

“Which one is Snape?” asked Tracey.

“The one next to Quirrell,” said Theodore quietly. “He knows my dad. He came to my m—I saw him at my house once.” He started to fidget again.

“He’s okay,” said Gemma, “teaches Potions, but you don’t want him for first year. His apprentice is nice and helpful but Snape—well, let’s say he does better with NEWT students. He’s the Head of Slytherin and he’s alright if you’re a Slytherin, as long as you’re not being stupid, but his classes can be … stressful.”

“Thanks for the warning,” said Harry. He took a sip of his juice and nearly spat it out when he realised it definitely wasn’t orange juice. “What flavour is the juice?” he asked again. “I’ve never tasted juice that before.”

“Yours is pumpkin juice,” said Tracey after looking down at Harry’s goblet. “I’ve got apple juice, I think there’s a jug by Millie if you want some…”

Harry shook his head.

“It’s okay, I’ve just never had it before,” he said. “Aunt Petunia only buys orange juice, and I don’t think Muggles really do pumpkin juice.” He peered into his goblet curiously and then took another gulp of the cold juice. It wasn’t sweetened, but it wasn’t bad, either. “It’s better now I’m expecting it,” he said.

Harry continued eating his dinner and chatting with the other first year Slytherins until eventually, what remained of the sumptuous feast disappeared from the table only to be replaced by a diverse collection of different kinds of desserts, from fruit tarts to crackers and cheese, and ice cream and jelly. He helped himself to an apple crumble with custard and then set about the task of eating it, mindful not to get himself messy because he wasn’t sure how the washing was handled.

When everyone had finished eating and the din had died down somewhat due to heavy bellies and the late hour, Dumbledore stood to make an announcement.

“Before you all retire to a night of restful sleep before term commences it would be remiss of me not to remind you all that the Forbidden Forest is as the name suggests forbidden to all students. Mr Filch would like me to remind all of you that the list of contraband items can be found attached the door of his office should any of you need to acquaint yourselves with it—I am told this year it includes a few dozen additional entries. Additionally, due to the unprecedented escape of a prisoner from Azkaban prison, all students are to be reminded that Aurors will be present on and around the grounds of the school until the situation is resolved. All students use secret passageways and other unofficial exits and entrances from the school at their own risk. Given the nature of Hogwarts School it is impossible to police these adequately, and so we must rely in the innate good sense of our students in this difficult time—it is better to not use them at all, I should think,” said Dumbledore.

He paused to allow his statement to sink in.

“Any new or particularly unusual passages should be immediately reported to a member of staff no matter how appealing they seem or indeed, where they go.”

“Is he serious?” asked Harry.

“What does he mean, ‘new passages’?” asked Draco Malfoy at the same time.

“It’s better if you don’t wonder, I think,” said Gemma. “A few years ago the Arithmancy classroom had to be moved to a different part of the castle after an accident, and someone ignored the warnings about the old one and went missing. Anyway, he ended up being found in Timbuktu six months later covered in feathers and nobody could figure out why. So you don’t have to like it, but it’s probably better to just listen when Dumbledore says stuff like that. Hogwarts is weird sometimes. He’s deadly serious.”

Harry wasn’t sure to do with that bit of information. Never having visited the castle before, how was he supposed to know what was new and unusual? He certainly didn’t want to end up in Timbuktu covered in feathers.

“Now that the minutiae have been dealt with I feel it is now appropriate for us all to engage in a magic beyond any we practice here: music! So I would like you all to join me in singing the Hogwarts school song!” concluded Dumbledore.

At first, Harry worried that he would be the only person not to know the words to the song, but when he realised that only about half of the students in the Hall were singing the actual song, and most of those had chosen their own melody, he felt much better about mumbling along incoherently. Some of the older Slytherins had replaced most of the lines with rude words and phrases even, although Harry couldn’t quite make out some of them. Eventually the Hall quietened as groups of students finished the song—all at different times—except for a pair of twins at the Gryffindor table who had decided to sing the song as some sort of funeral dirge and had only just reached the half-way point.

Dumbledore continued conducting the pair of boys with his wand until they at last reached the end.

“Ah, music,” he said as he wiped a tear from his eye. “Truly a wonderful gift. Now, then – off to bed with the lot of you! Prefects!”

The Great Hall rapidly emptied of students as the older years flooded out of the doors leaving a horde of confused first years clustered around their House tables with a smattering of prefects who were attempting to corral them.

“Oi, Shafiq!” shouted Gemma to a tall, dark-skinned boy walking out of the Hall with his friends. “You’re on firstie duty with me, remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” he said, then shouted towards the gathered first years, “You lot! Follow me and don’t get lost!”

Harry followed Shafiq with the rest of the Slytherin first years out into the Entrance Hall. The Ravenclaws had already disappeared somewhere, but the Gryffindors peeled away from the group of Slytherins and Hufflepuffs to ascend the grand staircases at the urging of their prefects while the Hufflepuff and Slytherin prefects led their charges downstairs.

“Slytherins have to go down three sets of stairs,” shouted Shafiq as he ushered the first years down the stairs, “that means you, idiot!” He grabbed the offending student by the back of the robes and dragged him back along with the Slytherins.

When the two groups diverged, Harry caught Ernie’s eye and gave him thumbs up, then carried on with the rest of the Slytherins including Goyle, who had been collected by Gemma after going the wrong way – even after Shafiq’s instructions.

“Word of advice,” said Shafiq, “don’t try following the Hufflepuffs home. Hogwarts keeps its secrets, so you’ll just get lost. We have to keep going down this corridor here, see,” he said, gesturing to the torch-lit underground corridor, “to about half-way. You’ll get used to it, you’ll see.”

Eventually the third-year boy stopped at an utterly non-descript bit of wall and waited until all twenty or so first years had caught up with him.

“Right, when you get to the entrance you need a password to get in. We change it every so often, this month’s password is, uh…” He paused for a few moments and then looked at Gemma.

“Heritage,” supplied Gemma.   

“Right, yeah, ‘Heritage’,” said Shafiq. “So you just say heritage,” he said, and a doorway opened up in the wall showing the elegantly decorated space beyond, “and then the door opens. Easy as that. See?”

*

The first years were herded into the Slytherin Common Room and the wall sealed itself up behind them, leaving behind an ornate wooden doorway. Most of the older students had already gone to their dormitories, but Harry could see a few clusters of students spread throughout the vast green and silver space. Some sat on chairs near fireplaces, of which there were several, and others sat at desks in study nooks or similar spaces. The huge room had been built in such a way that there were many small to medium sized spaces within the larger room with varying degrees of privacy and solitude, which Harry supposed would be helpful when there were two hundred and fifty people all using it at the same time.

“This is the Common Room,” said Gemma cheerily, “so let me be the first person to officially welcome you to Slytherin! As you can see we’ve got spaces for just hanging out and places where you can go to do homework and revision. We’ve got enough room for everyone so don’t worry about finding a place to go. There’s technically a curfew if you’re not in third year, but so long as you’re not being silly with it we’re not going to enforce it too strictly,” she said. “Just make sure you get up in time for breakfast!”

“We’re not your parents,” said Shafiq. “It’s on you to make the right choices. But we are here to help if you need it, that’s what prefects are for. If you’ve got any problems you can come to any of the prefects, if you don’t feel comfortable talking to us you can go see Professor Snape, he’s our Head of House. Every Saturday morning me and Gemma will be doing Homework Club in the Common Room. First years can’t try out for Quidditch, so don’t bother asking. Um…” He looked over at Gemma. “What else?”

“The windows!” she said. “If you look around the room you can see that our windows look out into the lake, it’s really cool! Sometimes the giant squid comes around and every once in a while we can see the merpeople! Not often though, they stick to their own bit.”

“Brilliant!” said Millicent. “Are the dorms like that too?”

“Yep!” said Gemma. “All the windows in Slytherin House look out into the lake, even in the dorms. There are four first year dorms this year,” she said, “so if all you girls follow me, and the boys follow Shaffy we can get you all sorted!”

Gemma and Shafiq led the first years through an unassuming doorway and into narrow hallway which branched off into opposite directions.

“You lot are lucky, last year the firsties were all the way at the end, but you all get the first dorms off the entrance. It’s five to a dorm,” said Shafiq. “Boys to the right—all the boys’ dorms are this way—girls to the left,” he said. “Don’t try and go that way, lads, the floor bounces you back out if you try.”

The first year girls followed Gemma the other way and Harry followed the boys after giving a thumbs up to Tracey and Millicent. Neither group had very far to go from the fork in the hallway, but Shafiq stopped almost abruptly as the boys reached the first doorway.

“Right lads, there’s nine of you this year so, that’s one dorm of five and one of four. And no, you don’t get to choose who you’re with, that’s been decided already. I don’t know who chose, so don’t ask. Complain if you want but … not to me, yeah? Let’s have a look here…” said Shafiq as he peered at the brass plaque on the door.

“Crabbe, Malfoy, Nott, Potter, and Zabini!” said Shafiq. “You’re in the first dorm, your stuff should be here already. Which means… Goyle, Wash, Singh, and… Miller! You’re in the next one and you’ve got a bit more space with just the four of you. Get on with it the lot of you,” he said. Shafiq gave all of the first year boys a look over and then glanced down the hallway before looking back at the boys. “I’m off to bed, so don’t do anything that needs me to wake up, got it?”

Shafiq waited just long enough to hear a muttered chorus of half-hearted replies and then left for his own dormitory. The Slytherin first year boys lingered outside their dormitories just a while, with Crabbe and Goyle seeming especially put out that they had been separated, but eventually the two groups said goodnight to one another and entered their own dorms.

Harry seemed to be the only one to be particularly impressed by their dorm room, which was decorated in Slytherin green and silver and filled by five four-poster beds, each with curtains and arranged all in a line at either side of the door. Between the two sets of beds on the opposite wall was a door with a plaque on it which read ‘BATHROOM’. Two large windows at either side of the bathroom door – impossible as it seemed to Harry – looked out into the murk of the lake rather than into the bathroom, where the view was mostly lake weeds and the occasional odd creature as it floated by.

“Oh, tough luck, Zabini,” said Draco, “yours is right by the bathroom door.”

Blaise eyed the bed next to his curiously.

“Want to trade, Crabbe?”

“No,” said the squat, dull-eyed boy.

“Well, it was worth a try,” said Blaise with an exaggerated sigh.

Harry found his bed easily enough – it had his trunk at the foot of it and a little sign with his name on one of the posts – between Theodore and Draco’s beds and sat on it.

“These beds aren’t half bad,” admitted Draco after he’d started to lounge over his own bed. “The sheets could do with replacing with something a bit nicer but I suppose you can’t expect too much these days. It’s only school after all.”

“It’s nicer than my bed at home,” said Vince eventually. “Bigger as well.”

“Yes, well, having seen what passes for taste in your … house I’m not surprised,” said Draco.

Inwardly, Harry cringed; if Vince’s bed was such a bad example of the genre, he shuddered to think what Draco would have thought of his bedroom. Mass-produced Muggle sheets, even though his aunt had bought them at John Lewis, probably didn’t rate very highly in Draco’s opinion. Prudently, he decided not to say anything at all.

“Draco, you have albino peacocks in your garden,” said Theodore after a few moments. “There’s tasteful and then there’s, you know, that. Even your mum thinks they’re a bit much.”

Blaise sniggered.

“Really? Albino peacocks? Whatever for?”

“They look rather impressive,” defended Draco. “My family has had them for centuries. They were a gift from a king, you know.”

“No they weren’t,” scoffed Theodore. “My dad told me your great-whatever nicked them off that Muggle queen they’re always going on about.”

“Well, a king gave them to her,” muttered Draco. “It’s the same thing.”

The other boys laughed. Harry had been enjoying his time in Slytherin so far although he did worry a bit that he wouldn’t fit in – Theodore, Draco, and Vince knew each other already, and Blaise seemed to have moved in the same sorts of circles as the other boys. Would Harry, Muggle-raised Harry, raised by Dursleys at that, fit amongst such a group of people?

The five boys stayed up a little later talking until eventually, they all agreed it was time to go to bed—except for Vince who had already fallen asleep—and Draco called out ‘Nox’. The room’s lamps all extinguished at once and Harry settled into his large and comfortable bed with the curtains closed to drift off to sleep, no longer quite as worried about what the next day would bring.

In a word, he felt like he was home.
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At breakfast the next morning Professor Snape’s apprentice handed the first year Slytherins their timetables for the coming year with a brief explanation that the group had been split in two, and would take some classes with groups from the other Houses and some classes with the whole Slytherin year group.

“I’ve got Herbology on the first day!” complained Pansy. “What group did you get put into, Draco?”

“Same as yours I think,” said Draco. “What’d you get Harry?”

Harry didn’t actually know; he hadn’t looked at his timetable because he was still eating breakfast.

“He’s in Viper group with us,” said Tracey. “And Millie is!”

“I’m in Adder,” said Goyle unhappily.

As the others all worked out which of the first years had been separated into which group Harry looked down at his timetable. He would have a ‘guided study session’ just after breakfast, whatever that meant given that they hadn’t yet started their studies, with the other half of Slytherin, and then Potions with the Gryffindors. Charms with the Hufflepuffs came after Potions, and Harry hoped that Ernie would be part of the Hufflepuff group sharing it with Slytherin. In all Harry found the first day’s lessons to be a rather exciting offering, the guided study session aside.

“Who’ve we got for Charms?” Harry heard Millie ask. “I’ve heard Flitwick is the fun one…”

“We’ve got Flitwick,” confirmed Daphne Greengrass, a pretty green-eyed girl from Tracey’s dorm. “And Miss Evergloam once a week. Her lesson is today, look. Oh, but it looks like we’ve got McGonagall for Transfiguration… She’s meant to be really strict!”

McGonagall certainly didn’t seem especially fun given her performance the night before. Harry was pleased to have lessons with Flitwick, though, since the little wizard was very pleasant and it meant that Harry already knew that one teacher liked him.

After breakfast Gemma Farley escorted the first year Slytherins to their first ever ‘lesson’ at Hogwarts, which was a guided study session with someone called Madame Helix. Apparently, their ‘free’ periods would all be guided by one member of staff or another – usually Madame Helix – at least until second year. Mercifully as far as Harry was concerned, the first such session of the year focused on getting to know the other students in his group as well as a few basic – but still entirely new to Harry – skills such as quill handling and maintenance.

After the study session ended Gemma Farley came to pick up the Viper group Slytherins to direct them back to the dungeons where they would have Potions with the Gryffindors—and Professor Snape. Farley left the Viper group first years in the dungeon corridor outside of the main potions laboratory with a cheerful thumbs up.

The older Slytherins had warned both of the first year groups that Professor Snape required his students, even those in first year, to have a basic level of knowledge before starting the year’s lessons. Apparently, he expected students to read and commit to memory the names and uses of a number of the plants and animal products that they would use that year.

Harry thought this a little bit unfair, but had got his head down with the rest of the students in his group to do a little bit of revision during the spare moments in their guided study session. General consensus was that Snape wouldn’t be overly harsh to any of the Slytherins – not in general, and specifically not with a session shared by Gryffindor – so Harry didn’t feel too worried.

Professor Snape had, after all, introduced himself to the Slytherin first years in the Common Room before breakfast already in his capacity as their Head of House, and he hadn’t seemed too bad then. He didn’t stick around particularly long, and he had mostly talked about time management and behavioural expectations. Still, Harry felt confident that the lesson would go perfectly well as far he was concerned.

The Slytherins were first to arrive at Potions that day and when they entered the classroom were directed to take seats at different benches spread throughout the room. Harry took a bench behind Tracey and adjacent to Theodore near the front of the dungeon laboratory. He got out his parchment and quill and then took a look around the damp and dingy room while they waited for the Gryffindors.

There were no windows – not even enchanted ones – and the walls were filled with shelves containing a diverse collection of plant and animal bits and pieces suspended in various kinds of liquid. Some of the bits occasionally moved, which Harry didn’t want to think about.

Even Snape himself added to the general dingy ambience, with his dark robes, pale skin, and almost wet-looking lank hair. The man was meant to be some sort of Potions genius, Harry knew, so perhaps he just didn’t care about things like that, although Harry did wonder why he chose to work at a school instead of somewhere more prestigious. He certainly didn’t seem happy to be there, glancing about the room with a scowl plastered across his face.

By the time the Gryffindors arrived it was two minutes after the lesson should have started.

“One point from Gryffindor from each of you!” said Snape as soon as the Gryffindors had got through the doors, his scowl gone and replaced with something approaching a smile. “Now sit!”

The hapless Gryffindors then found themselves faced with choosing which of the Slytherins to sit next to. Daphne quickly found a partner in a pretty Indian girl whose name Harry couldn’t remember, while Blaise ended up being paired with a shockingly ginger boy. Several of the others lingered at the front of the class until they realised picking a Slytherin lab partner was less frightening than making Snape wait any longer, which prompted a flurry of poorly thought through choices.

Granger ended up sat next to Pansy, and Harry had trouble deciding who to feel sorry for; a smiling girl with quite nice teeth chose to sit next to Tracey, and seemed pleased with herself for her choice; and Harry himself was chosen by a glum-looking boy he recognised as being Neville from the train.

“Sorry,” mumbled Neville – Longbottom, Harry remembered – as he sat down. “I just didn’t want to sit by… It doesn’t matter,” he said, with only the briefest of glances towards Draco.

Harry shrugged. He could sort of understand not wanting to sit by Draco, since he wasn’t entirely sure yet whether he liked the other boy himself. He could be charming and funny, and then also boastful and rude. He had been friendly enough to Harry, but Draco didn’t appear to want to make it easy for people to like him. He didn’t seem to care.

As soon as the last Gryffindor had sat down—a sandy-haired boy with untidy robes—Professor Snape launched into a speech. Having been prepared for this by the upper year Slytherins, Harry started to write down Snape’s little monologue. Maddeningly, it didn’t appear to contain any actual information about how to approach making potions or even notes on the syllabus, but the uppers had insisted that the first years copy it down because Snape would expect it. The lecture was instead an introduction to what potions could do, but only in a very vague and abstract sense, which was useful information Harry supposed and it certainly helped set a tone, but he didn’t see why he needed it written down.

Somewhere to the middle of his little speech Snape snapped an order to copy down his words to the students – all of the Gryffindors except, it seemed Hermione Granger – who were not yet writing, which prompted a flurry of activity as they scrambled to fetch quills and parchment and catch up to where Snape had reached. Harry knew none of them would be able to, as Snape had talked so much and had waited so long to tell them off that none of them would remember how his little speech had started, let alone finished.

Eventually Snape finished talking and paused a few moments before continuing.

“To begin I shall ask you six questions which you will write down onto your parchment – in silence – to be answered in your pairs. You will quietly discuss the answers so that the other benches cannot hear you do so, and when I am satisfied you have had enough time I shall call upon you for your answers. Questions?”

Although Snape had himself prompted for them, Harry didn’t think anyone would dare ask a question given the man’s tone and general demeanour.

“Very well. The first question: where may one find a bezoar? The second question: what results from the combination of powdered root of asphodel and an infusion of wormwood? The third question: what is the difference between monkshood and wolfsbane?”

Snape didn’t pause between asking each question so that the students could write them down. Instead, he seemed to go even faster. Harry struggled to write down the questions in full.

“The fourth question: why can handling dittany be dangerous? The fifth question: why are students required to use a pewter rather than a brass cauldron? The sixth question: what is standard potioneering water? You have five minutes and then I will begin asking you for your answers.”

Harry turned to Longbottom and saw the other boy’s almost deathly-pale face, and realised that he would be near enough useless when it came to figuring out the answers to Snape’s questions. Harry thought he could answer a couple of them—he knew that a bezoar came from a goat’s stomach, and that pewter cauldrons brewed more slowly than other varieties—but he knew he would have trouble answering some of the others. What made standard potioneering water different from water? Troll snot? Cat whiskers? Jedi toe-nails?

I’ve not got a clue, Harry thought.

“Do you know any?” he asked Longbottom. “I know the first one, and the fifth one.” Harry looked down at Neville’s parchment to see that the boy had only managed to write down scattered and seemingly random words that Snape had said. “Er—right.” Harry pushed his parchment over to the middle of the bench so that Longbottom could have a look.

Longbottom mumbled something incomprehensible.

“I didn’t quite hear that,” Harry said, and waited, although all that happened was a slightly louder—but no less unintelligible—mumble.

Harry would have to circle back to that one, he supposed, if they had enough time; he would feel rude asking a third time in a row. Instead, he decided to try to work out the answers to the other questions. They’d gone over this in the study session the period before, and someone had said something about standard potioneering water, Harry knew that. He just couldn’t remember what it was.

Is it magical? Harry wondered. No, that didn’t seem right. Dare he ask Longbottom?

“I think standard potioneering water is perfectly neutral, so you can put the ingredients in it without worrying,” said Harry eventually. Maybe he was mixing up something from his Muggle chemistry lessons, but it did sound right. He checked with Longbottom. “Does that sound right?”

Longbottom shrugged. “I suppose so,” he said.

Harry wrote down that answer on the parchment, and moved to tackle the third question.

“I think the third one is a trick question,” he said, “because when we looked over this stuff earlier I’m sure we all wrote down that monkshood and wolfsbane were the same thing. So, I don’t think there is a difference,” Harry said. He glanced at Longbottom for some sort of input, since he didn’t want to take over the whole lesson.

Longbottom mumbled something Harry thought might be ‘I think so too,’ although it could just as easily have been ‘Can’t help, sorry.’ Harry wrote down ‘no difference’ anyway to have something on the parchment at least. It really was just his luck to be stuck with Longbottom – even if the other Gryffindors were just as thick, they at least seemed able to talk at an appropriate volume. For all Harry knew Longbottom was some sort of magical prodigy, a genius unparalleled in the modern age… and nobody would know because he mumbled.

“What do you reckon for the second question?” Harry asked, although he didn’t expect an answer. “I think—“

“You have no more time,” said Snape. “We will begin. Weasley! Answer the second question.”

Well, Harry thought, at least I don’t have to figure that one out anymore…

“We didn’t get that one, sir,” said Weasley, his face pale.

“Hmm. One point from Gryffindor. It is the Draught of Living Death, a potent sleeping potion. Weasley, I expect one paragraph on this potion at the start of your next lesson.” Snape moved on immediately. “Nott, answer the fifth question.”

“We use a pewter cauldron because they brew potions more slowly, which is helpful for beginners, sir,” said Theodore quickly and confidently.

“One point to Slytherin for superior potions knowledge,” said Snape. “Granger! Answer the sixth question.”

“Standard potioneering water is a perfectly neutral water that serves as a base for potions because it has no impurities which may affect the potion in any way, positively or negatively; it is not an ingredient, but a vehicle for the ingredients,” Granger said immediately.

“That is correct.” Snape moved on. “Bulstrode, answer the first question.”

“You find a bezoar in a goat’s stomach,” Millicent said, reading from her parchment.

“Very good. One point to Slytherin.”

Snape turned his gaze towards Harry, and for a terrible moment lingered there, until he finally spoke after staring at Longbottom.

“Longbottom, answer the third question.”

Longbottom muttered something too quiet for Harry, let alone Snape, to hear.

“Louder, boy!”

“They’re the same thing, P—professor,” said Longbottom eventually. Far from being pleased, Neville’s correct answer appeared to anger Snape, who moved on from the answer without comment. Harry didn’t mind that so much, though; there was only one question left and his pair had already gone, so he was safe.

“Potter,” said Snape, “answer question four.”

Harry paled. That, and the second question, were the only two of the six he hadn’t managed to get. It didn’t seem fair that he should be asked a question when Longbottom had already answered one. He opened his mouth to say as much when Longbottom nudged him with a bit of parchment. Harry looked down. It appeared Longbottom had written – and in much better handwriting than Harry’s – an answer for question four: ‘it can leak flammable vapours’. Harry didn’t know whether or not to trust the answer, although he could tell Longbottom thought it was the right one, and as Harry himself had no better ideas, he said it.

“It can release flammable vapours, sir,” he said quickly.

“That is… correct,” said Snape with apparent difficulty. If it were even possible, Snape seemed less happy than when Longbottom had given the right answer. Harry wondered why. His gaze lingered over Harry and Longbottom for a few moments before he looked away, lips curled in distaste.

“Moving on, today we shall discuss the theoretical basis behind the Boil Cure Potion. This potion is an appropriately simple and uncomplicated potion for students of your skill level, which means no doubt several of you shall manage to botch it completely at great personal danger.”

Harry turned towards Longbottom and muttered a thanks. For some reason Snape seemed to dislike both him and Longbottom, but at least they’d managed to get through it better than Weasley. It seemed that the pudgy boy wasn’t quite as useless as Harry had thought.

Harry didn’t have time to dwell on it, however, as Snape had continued on at a fast pace, and Harry had to race to keep up taking notes until the end of the lesson. Almost as soon as the lesson finished Longbottom hurried out of the dungeon with the rest of the Gryffindors, so Harry didn’t get a chance to thank him properly.

“I hope we don’t have to keep these partners all year,” complained Blaise to Harry as they walked out of the classroom. “That Weasley’s a real dud.”

“I’m quite pleased with my partner,” said Daphne smugly. “I’ve known Parvati for ages and ages. She’s not as clever as Padma but we get on quite well. If we have to sit with Gryffindors, I’m glad she’s my partner.”

“I got saddled with that Granger,” said Pansy. “I suppose she did know all the answers… but have you seen her teeth? Ugh, she’s like a hamster. Hasn’t she heard of shrinking spells?”

“Longbottom wasn’t so bad in the end,” Harry said carefully. He wanted to join in the conversation but he didn’t want to badmouth the boy, even if he was a bit of an ineffective partner. “He was nearly useless, but he gave me the answer to that dittany question…”

“You know, I always thought he was a squib,” Draco said. “Everyone did, didn’t they? A shame really, good family stock like that being reduced to… well, whatever Longbottom is.”

A few of the other first years gave knowing nods at that, although Harry wasn’t exactly sure what was meant other than a general dig at Longbottom. Talk soon turned to other things however and the comment was quickly forgotten as the Slytherin first years met with the third year prefect, Gemma Farley, for an escort to their first Charms lesson.

*

Viper group headed out of the Great Hall escorted once more by Gemma Farley, who would be showing the anxious new first years to the Charms department. Making his way to classes would be, Harry was beginning to understand, almost as much of a task as the classes themselves.

“On Fridays,” said Gemma as she stopped at the top of the second set of stairs, “you have to remember to jump this step here, because it disappears.” She paused. “Oh, and some of the stairs move, but you’ll get used to it quickly enough. If you don’t time it right, you can be late to class sometimes! These ones are alright, but the next ones after the third floor move around a lot.”

She directed the somewhat confused first years up the stairs and towards a set of stairs that were moving from one landing to another.

“Just up here is the Charms department, you’ve got Miss Evergloam today so it’s the second classroom after you come away from the stairs. Flitwick has the first room, see, it’s just here and his name’s on the door…” said Farley, pointing.

Gemma ushered the first years inside the classroom and then left them, presumably to go to her own class. A tall, willowy young witch with a shock of green hair greeted the Slytherins as they entered the classroom. The Hufflepuffs had already arrived, and Harry took a seat next to Ernie, who had kept it open for him.

“Afternoon,” said Ernie. “Get on alright?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah – the dorms are really nice,” said Harry. “Even if they are underground!”

The two boys didn’t have much time to talk, however, as once the last few Slytherin stragglers had sat down, Miss Evergloam started lesson by taking the register. When the young apprentice Charms teacher reached Harry’s name a few of the students started to murmur quietly, although it passed soon enough when she did a rather pointed cough before continuing with the register.

Harry let it pass by ignoring it and reaching into his bag to get out his parchment and quill, which he laid out like Ernie had. He’d practised a bit at home, and during Potions and guided study, but from the way Ernie held his quill with ease, Harry wished he had done more. The feather just felt weird in his hand, not at all like a pen, and he always got cramp after using it even a little.

“Good morning—oh, no, it’s past twelve now, isn’t it?” said Miss Evergloam. She glanced at her watch to check. “Alright, afternoon class! I’m Miss Evergloam. Welcome to your first ever Charms lesson! Some of the most useful magic that you will encounter in your lives will be charms-based; can anyone give me an example?”

About halfway through Evergloam’s introduction Harry realised he should probably have been taking down notes, so he scrambled to scratch something approaching what the tall witch had said onto his parchment and only pierced the sheet a couple of times.

A blonde-haired Hufflepuff girl with pigtails put her hand up.

“Yes, Miss…?”

“Bones, miss. The Summoning Charm.”

“Excellent! One point to Hufflepuff! Anyone else?”

Theodore raised his hand.

“Mr Nott?”

“The Cheering Charm, miss,” he said.

“Brilliant! One point to Slytherin! Now,” said Miss Evergloam, “can anyone tell me what a charm is? I don’t need the proper technical definition, but if you want to give it to me, that’s great!”

Harry looked around the room and saw that, like him, most of the other students were looking anywhere other than at Evergloam. Harry didn’t know what the answer was, other than ‘a type of magic spell’, which he felt couldn’t be the answer because of course charms were a type of magic spell. But Miss Evergloam seemed to want something more specific than that, and Harry didn’t even know what all the different kinds of spells were to begin with to start working out what the differences were between them.

“Okay, don’t worry!” said Miss Evergloam when it became clear nobody was prepared to answer. “Well, a charm is a spell which alters an object – often in function but not necessarily – without changing its fundamental nature. So, like,” she said, and gestured towards a lone pineapple sat on her desk, “a charm to make this pineapple tap dance.” She tapped her wand against the pineapple which promptly started to dance across the desk. “But if I turn the pineapple into a pincushion, like this, that’s a transfiguration.” With a jab of her wand the pineapple changed into a pincushion.

“So now I’ve said that,” continued Evergloam, “does anyone want to guess whether a spell to change the colour of an object is a charm or some other sort of spell?”

Nobody volunteered an answer until, after about a minute of silence, Daphne Greengrass raised her hand.

“It’s a charm,” she said, brow furrowed.

“Okay, can you explain why?” asked Miss Evergloam.

“It’s a charm because if I changed the colour of my robes to green instead of black they would still just be robes.”

“Excellent! Two points to Slytherin. Yeah, that was almost a trick question! Changing the colour of something with the Colour Change Charm does not alter its fundamental nature; a red ball is still a ball even if it used to be blue,” said Evergloam. “So, in your pairs if you turn to page sixty-three in Magical Theory. If you can read the introductory paragraph that would be great!” she said. “Then we can have a little chat about it once you’re all done!”

Harry opened his book to the correct page and moved it so that it was in the middle of the desk he shared with Ernie. He hadn’t got this far in the book during the summer—the earlier sections had been far too confusing. Still, he had understood enough about the Wand-lighting Charm to perform it on the train.

As far as Harry could tell, the book said what Miss Evergloam had been saying but with more complicated words. He snuck a look at what Ernie was writing and then decided to take a few notes himself.

“What’s an ‘ersote—erotis—esoteric symbolism’?” he whispered to Ernie.

“Dunno,” said the other boy, “but it sounds important, so I made a note on it, see.”

Harry nodded and did the same; if they were lucky, maybe the apprentice would explain later. He took down more notes on what seemed relevant and after about five minutes, Miss Evergloam resumed the interesting part of the lesson.

“Okay so hopefully we all understand a bit better what a charm is, we can talk about the anatomy of a charm,” she said. “All spells are artificial, yeah? They’re a constructed mechanism we use to manipulate and apply magical laws and phenomena to achieve our goals. The most basic component of a charm is its conceptual framework. Which I know sounds complicated but it’s not, not really. For example,” she said, and Harry scrambled to write down the lecture.

Miss Evergloam continued at a speed faster than Harry thought strictly necessary, and Harry spent the remainder of the lesson scrawling notes along his increasingly unwieldy parchment sheet. What Harry had thought was fairly straightforward kept increasing in complexity as Evergloam described the various parts of a charm.

“Did she say ‘allegorical principle’ or ‘allegorical paradigm’?” asked Ernie, taking a look at Harry’s notes. “And what’s a paradigm?”

“I thought she said ‘allegorical symbolism,’” admitted Harry, although now that Ernie had asked, he wasn’t sure. Just to be safe he wrote down the alternatives and added a question mark, then tried to keep up with Evergloam’s pace. By the end of the lesson Harry’s hand throbbed, his head reeled, and they hadn’t even done any magic.

“Before you go, as homework I just want two small paragraphs on the nature and composition of charms to be handed in when you see me next!” said Evergloam as everyone had started to tidy up.

Harry groaned. Homework on the first day? He wasn’t alone in his displeasure, he noted, given that many of the other students in the room had reacted in the same way. As the first years streamed out of the classroom to be picked up by their respective House Prefects to be taken back to their dorms, Ernie stopped Harry.

“See you in Charms Monday then?” he said.

“Yeah, of course,” said Harry, who then fell into line with the other Slytherins in Viper group as they were escorted back to Slytherin.

“I didn’t know you knew Macmillan already,” said Draco as he drew next to Harry.

Harry shrugged. He didn’t know Ernie, not really—they’d only met on the train! But he supposed he knew Ernie better than he knew any of the Slytherin boys, at least for the moment.

“We met on the train,” Harry said. “Why? Have you met him before?”

“He doesn’t quite move in my family’s circles—but then who does?” said Draco pompously, “But he’s the right sort, sort of.” He paused. “There are worse choices, anyway. It’s always important to have the right friends, wouldn’t you say?”

Draco seemed to be expecting something from Harry, who didn’t know how to respond.

“Er, yeah, definitely,” he said, and this seemed to please Draco, who muttered ‘yes, yes, quite right’, before starting to talk about his favourite Quidditch team whilst Harry tried to listen to Shafiq’s explanation of a shortcut back to the dorms.

*

Friday brought along two sessions of Potions – one double session with Professor Snape, and one single session with his apprentice and the brother of the third year prefect, Mr Shafiq – along with a single session of Defence in the afternoon followed by Foundational Skills with Madame Helix. Harry had been a bit wary of Potions with Mr Shafiq, since after the sessions with Professor Snape, he’d assumed that his apprentice would be equally as prickly. Mr Shafiq was, however, much nicer, and seemed to have a completely different perspective on teaching to the dour professor.

Defence had been better than Harry had expected, although worse than he thought it could have been. Viper group had Defence with Adder group, and was the first class which the entire Slytherin first year cohort had together. The pain in his scar had been totally absent throughout the lesson, thankfully; that was, however, the only positive thing he had to say about it. Quirrell hadn’t been teaching the subject for very long, and it showed. He stuttered his way through disjointed passages of their assigned textbook and got muddled up more times than Harry could count, before eventually sending them out of the classroom ten minutes early.

The entire class ended up stood just outside the door to Defence, still unsure where they were supposed to be and in any case, having to wait for their assigned prefect to take them to their next lesson, which was Foundational Skills.

Madame Helix’s classroom had been decorated with more than a dozen different posters, all showing different things: some showed basic wand motions, others the best way to hold a quill, and others still showed basic arithmetic Harry had learned years ago at school. There seemed to be no overarching theme to the classroom, unlike in the Charms classroom or the even the Defence classroom. Instead, the Foundational Skills classroom appeared to be dedicated to all the basic skills that students were expected to learn and use over the course of their first year.

Madame Helix, a portly middle-aged witch with a beehive hairdo and vivid purple robes, occupied a desk sat on a slightly raised platform at the front of the classroom. She waved the Slytherins in and directed them to the array of single desks arranged in rough rows of semi-circles in front of her desk.

“Some of you I met yesterday, mm?” she said, scanning the room. “I do hope you all got on well after our morning session! To the rest of you, I say: my name is Madame Helix, and I will be responsible for teaching you all the basic, but very important, skills you will need to make the most of your time here at Hogwarts. Thus the name, Foundational Skills!”

“First, as some context for this class which is not, after all, based on any magical discipline: you all come from vastly different educational backgrounds, my dears. Some of you will have attended a kind of formal schooling, whether that is Muggle or otherwise; some of you will have had home tuition from an accredited tutor, and some of you will have been home-schooled by your parents; yet others will have received no schooling at all other than the most basic coaching in letters. It is my job to ensure that all students are capable of meeting the standards which we expect here at Hogwarts, the standards which will allow you all to succeed in your other classes and indeed, your lives after school.”

Madame Helix rose from her chair and gestured towards the posters on the walls.

“As you can see, we will cover an astonishing range of topics in this class. This year we will cover basic numeracy, literacy in English and Latin, proper quillwork, and of course, basic wand use and care. We will naturally discuss elements of magical theory as necessary to complement your other classes but this shan’t be our primary concern. Your other teachers should be more than capable of providing you with the proper theoretical basis! Now then, any questions, mm?”

Nobody spoke.

“Good, good,” said Madame Helix. “Onwards to greater things! I have prepared a little test of your knowledge to see where exactly we should begin. Do not worry, my little darlings, and simply, do your best!”

Madame Helix waved her wand and a parchment scroll appeared on the desk in front of each student.

“Now, begin!”

Harry unrolled his scroll and scanned the list of questions. Some of them looked easy – easier than the stuff he’d had to do at primary school, even – but others seemed much harder, like the section on Latin grammar. He reckoned he would do alright in the numeracy and English literacy questions, but as he’d never studied Latin, thought that entire section would be a failure. He chanced a glance at the other students in the class and saw, much to his relief, that almost all of them looked just as worried about the test as he was.

He dipped his quill in his inkpot, took a deep breath, and began. The test took up the rest of the lesson’s allotted hour, and when it was time to leave, Madame Helix summoned all of the scrolls to her while she sat at her desk.

“We shall discuss our next moves at Tuesday’s double session, my dears!” said Madame Helix cheerfully as the slightly defeated Slytherin first years trudged out of the classroom. “But for now, tata!”

*

Harry’s first weekend at Hogwarts passed by in the blink of an eye, and he and the rest of the first year Slytherins found themselves launched back into lessons in no time at all. Their first lesson directly after breakfast was Transfiguration with Professor McGonagall. Harry was looking forward to it, since it seemed like an especially useful field of magic—a feeling that only increased when the professor demonstrated her ability to change from a witch into a cat and back again. His enthusiasm did dim somewhat after McGonagall took rather a lot of time to explain just how complicated and difficult transfiguration could be, before assigning the class a chapter of the textbook to read, without a single mention of when the class would actually do any magic.

Draco had sat himself next to Harry during the lesson, something which Harry was quite unsure he wanted to continue. Draco seemed reasonably nice, although more than a little bit of a braggart. Harry had known boys like that, and found he didn’t usually like them—they reminded him too much of his cousin Dudley at his absolute worst. Still, Draco was usually quite friendly and personable to Harry himself, so Harry wasn’t overly concerned with the other boy’s choice of seat.

The first years still had to be escorted by one of the third year prefects to all of their lessons, so they spent a few minutes at the end of Transfiguration milling about in the corridor waiting for their assigned escort to their next lesson, History of Magic. Harry had thought it would be interesting since it was a whole new history for him, but everyone said the professor was a horribly boring old ghost—so boring, in fact, that when he’d died, he got up to go work the next day like nothing had happened!

“Some of the upper years said there’s no point taking notes for Binns,” said Draco, “since the textbooks are actually more interesting than listening to him drone on, if you can believe that.”

Pansy giggled—a false, overly high and enthusiastic laugh that Harry had already grown to hate over the course of his first week at Hogwarts—and smiled at Draco. This seemed to encourage Draco, who continued.

“They really ought to get an exorcism done,” he said. “Or at the very least, hire a few new professors and squeeze the old ghost out.”

“I wonder why they don’t just get a couple of new professors,” said Harry. “I mean, it’s not like Hogwarts is lacking in money is it?” he said.

“Of course not,” said Draco, “the school is profitable, if you can believe it, off the back of the Herbology greenhouses and NEWT Potions alone. It’s just another example of how the place has gone to the dogs under Dumbledore, that’s what it is,” he said. “The History department here can’t attract anyone new, you see.”

Harry made what he hoped was a generic but non-committal noise; Hogwarts hardly seemed to have ‘gone to the dogs’ to him, but then Harry had only just learned the school existed, so maybe it had been even grander and more prestigious once, and Harry just didn’t realise.

“But Binns is the only teacher for History of Magic, right?” continued Harry. “So how does he manage to teach everyone in the school?”

“No one does NEWT History,” explained Tracey, “and if you look on our timetable we’ve only got it once a week. And Binns is, you know, dead… so he has a lot of time for marking.”

“Oh,” said Harry, disappointed. “Well at least it’s only once a week,” he said, although he still hoped that there would be something interesting in the lessons. Muggles learned about Romans and ancient Celts and the Vikings—surely wizards would have something interesting to add to or replace that? Were there cavemen wizards and witches? He supposed that if Binns didn’t cover anything like that he could have a look in the library, which was meant to be the biggest collection of wizarding books in Britain—it would have to have something like that. If he could find the time.

“There used to be a whole history department, back before Binns died,” Gemma said as she arrived at the tail end of the conversation, “but it went into decline and eventually, we were left with … well … Binns, because he became a ghost and kept teaching. I guess they do say teaching is a vocation, not a job, but still…”

Gemma led the first years down a corridor, up some stairs, then down a different set, then through yet another corridor with several disused classrooms, one of which appeared to have been bricked up behind the door, although strangely the door hadn’t been removed. Harry couldn’t figure out any kind of reason for such a circuitous route upstairs, but didn’t want to risk asking a question in case it was obvious to everyone else. He just hoped that wasn’t somehow the only way to get to the history classroom.

“Binns’s room is 4F,” said Gemma. “It’s the only one in this corridor that’s ever used for anything so it’s easy to remember! See you all later!” she said and walked away from the first years just as they reached the indicated door.

The Ravenclaws were already present and sat in their pairs to one half of the room, talking quietly in their groups. Harry couldn’t see Binns anywhere, but he didn’t know if ghosts could become invisible or not, so that didn’t mean much. He took the seat next to Theodore at the desk behind Tracey and Millie, and got out his copy of A History of Magic. He got ready to set up his parchment and quill, which he was beginning to find less challenging although his handwriting was still poor, but paused when he saw that few of the other students—Ravenclaws included—had done so. Theodore had, so Harry did as well just so that he didn’t look out of place, but most of the others hadn’t bothered. Draco hadn’t even got out his book, nor had Pansy, who sat next to him.

“Good morning, class,” said Professor Binns as he floated through the chalkboard and into the classroom. Several students jumped at his entrance and everyone stopped talking immediately. Binns himself seemed impossibly ancient, which shouldn’t have surprised Harry since the man had died, clad in translucent silvery robes.

He took the register from a piece of parchment someone – living, presumably – had placed on his desk, then proceeded to drone on immediately.

“We will begin the course with a summation of the syllabus, which you shall transcribe—silently—from my dictation. Do not dilly-dally for there is a great deal of material we must cover to be done in time. Quills out, class. To begin with, we shall discuss the early Dark wizards that plagued much of these isles in the early medieval period, such noteworthies as Emeric the Evil, Uric the Oddball and even if there is time a study of Herpo the Foul. This should serve as a strong foundation for what comes next, which is an in-depth study of the period leading up to the First Goblin Rebellion. Indeed, one may consider this period to be in a sense defined by its presence as the catalyst for the First Goblin Rebellion, and so we shall study these wizards and witches of note with a view to understanding how, precisely, each one relates to the outbreak of war.”

Despite being a ghost, and therefore not having any lungs or throat, Binns wheezed as he spoke and sounded like he was perpetually just about to cough, on top of the dry monotone he used to deliver his lectures.

Harry wrote down a truncated version of what Binns had said and felt a bit more enthusiastic about the topic—Dark wizard uprisings and Goblin rebellions couldn’t be that boring even if taught by Binns, could they? His enthusiasm was tempered somewhat by the delivery of the lesson thus far, but if the content was interesting, maybe it wouldn’t matter so much that the teacher was more boring than his uncle Vernon.

“Naturally, the major part of this year’s endeavour shall be understanding the multitudinous facets of the First Goblin Rebellion, from the actually quite dynamic situation both on and off the battlefield, with of course the greatest attention paid to the specific demands of the Goblin leadership and the innovative logistical arrangements made by the Goblins during the Siege of Castle Nott; to the extraordinary sequence of events leading to the Harrowing at Gamp’s Bottom.” He said everything without taking a breath—or what passed for one when a ghost spoke—but did eventually pause to allow the students who were writing time to catch up.

“If we have time at the very end of the course we shall discuss the invention and introduction of the self-stirring cauldron and the changes it wrought both inside and outside of the home for witches in particular, but this is only if we have time; I cannot stress this enough. The end of year exam shall consist of at least three long-form essay questions on one each of the major areas of study in the Goblin Rebellion, and one shorter essay question on the period directly preceding the Rebellion, so it is on this which we must focus.”

The boring ghost continued, seemingly oblivious to the fact that almost all his students had stopped listening to him. One Ravenclaw girl took notes while the others wrote each other messages and sent them from desk to desk quietly, and of the Slytherins, only Daphne, Harry, and Theodore were writing.

“In particular it is of the utmost importance that the early medieval period be understood as the period most foundational to the enmity between wizard and goblin, for you see, it is these earliest Dark wizards who set much of the tone regarding the treatment of the goblins over the next dozen centuries and indeed brought them under the control of wizardkind, and as a people goblins have never quite forgiven wizards for these earliest indiscretions. Indeed, it might even be the single most important period in the history of goblin-wizard relations in the entire world…”

Harry eventually stopped listening to Binns and looked through his textbook instead. The general outline of events did match up with Binns’s account of the syllabus, from what Harry could see from the index, but the book had devoted far less time to the various goblins rebellions—of which there were seemingly many—than Professor Binns had, which surely meant that Binns would cover, over the next three years, every goblin rebellion in as much detail as the First Goblin Rebellion, with barely any time spent learning about other things.

Harry did feel that he might be being a little bit uncharitable, but as things stood it seemed to Harry that Binns would be able to make dragons fighting on the Moon as boring as everything else that came out of his ethereal mouth, and he wasn’t inclined to be charitable.

“I didn’t believe everyone when they said it would be boring,” whispered Theodore when Binns paused after mixing up one goblin for another and forgetting his place in the lecture, “but he really is just as boring as they said.”

“Some of the stuff sounds interesting,” said Harry, “I just wish he didn’t teach it. We’ve got this for three whole years.” Unlike their other classes which had professors who could, in theory, change year on year, everyone at school suffered through Binns every single year. Except NEWT students, Harry supposed, but they had to do NEWTs.

“It’s a waste,” agreed Theodore. “I think I’ll sneak in a Dictaquill, there’s no point listening to this drivel,” he muttered. “They don’t like lower years using them but it seems like Binns won’t even notice.”

Then, instead of listening to Binns’s arduously slow lecture, Harry and Theodore played noughts and crosses until the end of the lesson—by which time only a single, solitary Ravenclaw was still taking notes out of the entire class. 
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Harry’s second week at Hogwarts passed by with rather little fanfare, with the notable exception of his first flying lesson on the Tuesday. The wizard-raised Slytherin first years – which appeared to be every single one of them – assured Harry he would have nothing to worry about, and that learning to ride a broom was a simple task that even Gryffindors could manage.

It was apparently so simple, in fact, that most of them had done it when they were much younger children—barely past being toddlers, to hear them tell it. It didn’t help that almost all of the boys in both groups had increasingly outrageous stories of near-misses with Muggle helicopters and aeroplanes and Quidditch games lasting for days on end. Draco apparently even had a full-sized Quidditch pitch and professional quality balls which he practised with daily, although Harry had it on good authority from Theodore that he rarely actually used the pitch and instead just liked to talk about it a lot.

It was all Madame Helix could do to stop the Slytherin first years from completely ignoring her lesson in favour of talking—and worrying—about the upcoming flying lesson. In the end, she succeeded, but Harry thought that was probably only because she’d split the class up into four separate groups and given each of them a different kind of work to do. Harry found that his Muggle schooling had meant he wouldn’t have to do any maths, since he’d done especially well in that section of the test, but he did have to work on Latin—along with Tracey, Vince, Greg, and several other students from Adder group.

“We don’t need fluency, my dears!” Madame Helix reminded the Latin group as she did her pass through the classroom. “Oh, no, Harry my darling; declension not distention!”

Harry reddened and crossed out his mistake.

Madame Helix flitted about the room, correcting mistakes and giving explanations to a cohort of students who would really rather talk about flying, while Harry attempted to learn the basics of Latin.

“I don’t like Latin,” Tracey said with a big frown. “There’s just so many… ugh, everything! Why can’t it be nice and easy like Welsh?”

“Me either,” commiserated Ranvir Singh from Adder group. “I already speak four languages; why do I need to know bloody Latin on top?”

Harry, who only spoke a single language and still didn’t feel much like learning Latin, stayed quiet.

“We’ll all get there, my little darlings!” declared Madame Helix from across the room. “Don’t you worry about that!”

By the end of the double session for Foundational Skills, Harry had attempted to cram so much Latin into his head he felt like it would explode. And, to add insult to injury, as soon as the Slytherin first years left the Foundational Skills classroom, his anxiety over flying came rushing back—and the Latin rushing out.

“Cheer up,” said Tracey. “It’s really not that bad. I’ve only been on a broom a couple times, and none of the muggleborns in Gryffindor will have ever been on one. And,” she said, “do you really think Longbottom has much practise with it? Come on!”

What Tracey said did make sense. Although brooms did seem popular, it was at least comforting to think that everyone required more or less the same level of instruction in how to fly them. And surely someone like Longbottom would be at least as inexperienced as Harry, his wizarding upbringing notwithstanding.

Some of his new friends had been helpful, anyway. Or at least they’d tried to be helpful. Tracey was full of little tips and kind words. Theodore had shown him a book on flying, although the book itself had said it was impossible to learn to fly from a book, so he didn’t quite see what the point was. It had given him some tips on how to hold the broom, Harry supposed, but he’d thought that was what Madam Hooch would be doing.

He would have felt better if at least one of the other Slytherins had confessed to never having ridden a broom, but nobody had, although Goyle was meant to be so awful at it his father had forbidden him from doing it again until he got to school. The closest anyone had come to never having flown was Ranvir Singh from Adder group, whose dad ‘didn’t believe in brooms’ and instead used a flying carpet, and even he had ridden a broom before. Only once, but that was one more time than Harry.

“I suppose so,” Harry said eventually. It all came down to having grown up with Muggles. He didn’t blame the Dursleys, since it wasn’t their fault a Dark wizard had killed his parents even if they had known Harry was a wizard and had never told him, but if Harry had grown up where he was supposed to…

Well, thinking about it now wasn’t going to help him fly well at all and may even make him worse at it, so Harry tried to push it out of his mind. The Slytherin first years were literally on their way to the grounds; the time for worrying had already come and gone.

“You’re probably right about Longbottom though. And I did hear that—” Harry paused to check whether he was listening, then continued at a much lower volume, “Theodore isn’t very good at flying. Of course, I did hear it from Draco…”

Tracey leaned in conspiratorially.

“I think Theodore is really nervous about it, so you might be right. He’s checked out four books from the library, and not just to give to you,” she said.

“I hope we get to do some real flying, you know,” Draco said loudly from just a bit ahead of Harry. “It would be such a shame if she kept us grounded. Well, those of us who can fly.”

“It’s just not fair that first years can’t play Quidditch, Draco,” said Pansy. “You’d be excellent on the House team. Can’t your father do anything about it? You’ve been flying for years!” she whined. Next to her, Victoria Runcorn nodded along.

Draco was practically strutting about, preening at the attention he was receiving from Pansy and Victoria.

“I’m going to try out next year, of course,” Draco continued. “Not that it’s any real contest of course. I’m sure that once I got on a broom, Snape will—”

“I like Quidditch—watching it, I mean—but I’m not the biggest fan of brooms,” said Blaise, interrupting Draco. “I like flying, but it really is better from the back of an Aethonan, isn’t it? If only Hogwarts had an aerial polo league we could get really stuck in, couldn’t we?” He paused and glanced over at Draco, an expression of exaggerated horror across his face. “I’ve really put my foot in it, haven’t I? I forgot your grandfather had to sell his herd. Well, brooms are exciting enough, I suppose,” said Blaise, although his tone suggested to Harry he thought otherwise.

Harry didn’t think Blaise was serious. In conversations with Harry, Blaise had seemed reasonably excited about the prospect of flying lessons, so Harry assumed he’d just wanted to chip away at Draco’s general sense of superiority—which was a goal Harry could get behind, certainly at those times when Draco was being particularly annoying with it.

Blaise’s words seemed to shut Draco up, at least for a little while, and soon enough they had left the castle. Harry almost didn’t want to go, but the prospect of actually flying ended up being more powerful than his desire not to make a fool of himself while doing it. Harry followed the rest of the Slytherin first years out into the grounds in reasonably good spirits.

The Gryffindors joined the Slytherins not long after they exited the castle onto the grounds, but each House went its separate way when they reached the changing rooms that were usually used for Quidditch. Thankfully, as Harry wasn’t quite ready to get changed in front of all the Slytherin girls, flying lessons only required them to remove their outer robes and instead wear padded flying robes over their school uniform provided specifically for the lesson, which Harry thought was a much more reasonable situation.

Instead of trudging out towards the Quidditch pitch, Madam Hooch had instructed all of the first years to follow her to one of the lawns next to the castle.

“Miss?” asked one of the Gryffindors on the way to the lawns. “Why aren’t we using the Pitch?”

“I’ve not been Miss in rather a long time, Finnegan, and I don’t much fancy going back to it!” said Hooch. “It’s Madam.”

“Er, alright then,” said Finnegan. “Madam. Why aren’t we using the Pitch?”

“Students get carried away on the Pitch, in my experience,” said Hooch.

If the stories the other boys had been telling all week were any indication, Harry thought she was probably right. Still, it would mean that any students having lessons overlooking the lake would be able to see the first years attempting to fly—or failing in their attempts to fly, as Harry worried might be the case for him.

A lonely, rickety shed stood nearby with a few dozen shabby-looking brooms leaning against it.

“Each of you select a broom and form up into a single line here, and place the broom on the ground next to you. Do not, I repeat, do not under any circumstances attempt to mount the broom or make it fly,” shouted Madam Hooch.

“Come on,” said Blaise, tugging at Harry’s arm. “I’ll help you choose a good one. Some of those brooms look right knackered!”

Harry mumbled a thanks as he followed Blaise—at pace—towards the shed. Although Harry didn’t know exactly what was wrong with them, he agreed with Blaise’s assessment—some of the brooms were almost completely bald of twigs, and others looked like they had been made several hundred years ago. Harry supposed they probably had been.

He accepted the broom Blaise had chosen for him without complaint, and looked it over. It had a few missing twigs and a rough handle but seemed to be quite far from the worst broom of the lot. Unlike several of the other offerings, both of Harry’s leg supports seemed solid and well-attached.

“The one I chose for myself is better, but this is probably the second best broom of the bunch,” said Blaise when they had formed up with the other Slytherins who had already chosen a broom. Harry settled in next to Tracey, who stood with Daphne. They were comparing their brooms.

“I know the EasyRider is for old people,” said Tracey, “but it’s the newest model I could find so I know the charms will still be good on it. Oh, but yours is really shiny and sleek!”

“The Comet 15 is meant to better for stability so I had to choose it,” said Daphne, “even if the EasyRider looks quite comfy… Mine does look sleek though, doesn’t it?” She seemed pleased.

“Girls,” said Blaise derisively.

“All right, settle down now, class,” called out Madam Hooch. “Now, before we start I need you all to understand that you are in charge of the broom! Do not be afraid of the broom because it will sense your fear, they’re like good horses or dogs in that way. You are witches and wizards! You’ll come to learn this in time I expect, but one of the key components to successful magic is self-confidence.”

Harry looked down at his broom sceptically. It just looked like a – relatively – ordinary broom even if it did have leg supports. Surely it couldn’t sense his feelings even if it was enchanted to fly? It didn’t have a brain. But all along the line of first years Harry could spot students nodding along in agreement.

“Well then, first of all I’d like you to reach out to put your wand arm directly over your broom. Then, in a firm and clear voice, command the broom ‘Up!’ and into your hands,” continued Hooch.

Harry stretched out his arm and gave his broom the command. To his surprise the broom jumped up into his waiting hand almost as soon as he’d opened his mouth—something that only a third of the other students had managed to do, and some only after more than one try. Most of the other students managed only a half-hearted wobble, and from the looks on their faces and empty hands Harry could tell that some unlucky students hadn’t managed even that.

“See? You’re a natural!” said Tracey quietly to Harry. “Nothing to worry about! I had to ask mine twice.” She blushed.

“Well, that’s quite all right if you didn’t manage to get it into your hand this time,” said Hooch. “Try it again and if it doesn’t work, pick it up for now while we cover the proper way to mount your broom. Quickly now, we haven’t got all afternoon!”

The remaining students attempted once more to get their brooms into their hands. Quite a few of the others managed it, but by the end a handful of unlucky students had to bend over and pick up their brooms by hand.

“You hold the broom like this,” said Hooch, demonstrating, “and mount the broom like so, being careful to keep a firm grip along the handle shaft in precisely this manner. Watch me, Mr Finnegan, I don’t see what business you have looking at Weasley and Thomas.” The witch shook her head. “We are not going to attempt flying just yet, so you are absolutely not to give the broom any commands to go. Do not think it, do not say it, do not even pretend. If anyone so much as gets an inch off the ground it’ll be a suspension at the very least! Do I make myself clear?”

Harry followed along as best he could, checking to see what Tracey and Blaise were doing and adjusting his hands based on that. Hooch then went along the line correcting students’ grips and general broom handling technique, with a comment or two depending on how well (or poorly) each student had done. When she got to Draco and told him he was doing it wrong, the haughty boy protested.

“I’ve been doing it like this for years just fine,” Draco said stubbornly.

“Well then you’ve been doing it wrong for years, Mr Malfoy,” said Hooch. “Do it like this or risk a sprain over long journeys.” She corrected his positioning and moved on down the line.

When Hooch got to Harry, she complimented him on his form. As she grew closer to the Gryffindor end of the long line of first years, Neville Longbottom rose up suddenly into the air accompanied by gasps—and some laughter—from the students still on the ground.

“Don’t panic, boy!” shouted Hooch. “We’ll have you down in a jiffy if you keep calm. Gently point the nose of your broom downwards and you should start to descend smoothly.” The instructor seemed exasperated more than angry, so Harry assumed she realised that Longbottom probably hadn’t meant for this to happen – it was clear from deathly pale look and terrified grimace sat on his face, and his generally accident prone manner that the last place he would want to be was up in the air on a broom.

Unfortunately the instructor’s words of advice appeared to go unnoticed by the boy, as his broom continued to climb higher into the sky. Longbottom had even started to cry.

“Point the broom down, lad,” said Hooch again. “You’re the wizard here, you are in control!”

Longbottom did just that, but instead of the broom moving downwards, the hapless boy fell clear off the broom and onto the ground with an audible and sickening crack, followed by silence and then a loud wail. The broom drifted off, forgotten.

Madam Hooch sighed and moved to pick Longbottom up off the ground.

“A broken wrist, no doubt,” she said. She turned to address the class. “Not a single one of you is to so much as think about touching a broom until I come back from the Hospital Wing with Mr Longbottom here. Brooms on the ground and keep them that way! You come along with me, lad,” she said, much more gently, to Longbottom as she led him back to the school.

As soon as Madam Hooch had left the line of students dispersed into smaller clusters of students sat and stood spread out across the lawn. Harry stood talking with Tracey, Blaise, and Daphne while they all watched Millicent try to balance her broom on the palm of her hand. She kept dropping it, and Harry suspected it was because the handle had two knobbly bits at the end, but Millicent didn’t appear to have worked that out yet.

“What’s this, then?” called out Draco, too loudly to have been talking to himself. He had walked over to where Longbottom had fallen and bent to pick something up from the ground.

“A Remembrall? What is he, an old woman?” Draco threw the small object up into the air and caught it. “I should put it somewhere Longbottom will be able to find it, like, say, up a tree.” This elicited an unsure laugh from Vince and Greg, who stood near him.

“Oh, don’t you dare, Malfoy!” shouted the pretty Indian girl who had sat next to Daphne in Potions.

“I didn’t think you’d have a thing for fat little cry-babies, Parvati!” said Pansy, pointing.

Daphne glowered at Pansy, who looked away from her almost immediately.

“Just wait until we get back to the Common Room,” hissed Daphne, although Pansy was too far away to hear her.

“Hmm, well, maybe up a tree is a bit too much for the poor thing to manage,” continued Draco. “Maybe in the lake? He can swim, can’t he?”

Harry frowned and stepped forward to intervene. There was no need to steal Longbottom’s things, after all, and it seemed likely to spark a much bigger argument. He stopped, confused, when Blaise put his arm out to stop him.

“He shouldn’t throw the ball away, it’s not fair,” Harry started to say.

“Not in front of everyone,” Blaise whispered. “If we ignore him, he’ll put the thing in his pocket and take it back to the dorms after he gets bored. But if you try and make him give it back he’ll do something silly and you’ll both get in trouble. Him less trouble than you, probably, since his father is a governor.”

“But it’s not right,” said Harry. “He should just—just stop acting like a berk. It’s not hard. Everyone else manages it all the time.”

Blaise looked back at Harry as if he’d grown another head. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything. Draco thinks he’s being funny, but if you have a go at him now, he’ll dig in. You want Longbottom to get his ball back? I can’t figure out why it matters to you, but if that’s that what you want, you should let Draco have his fun and make him give it back to you in private later. If you have a go at him now, he really will throw the ball in the lake, or up a tree, or whatever.”

Blaise paused.

“Trust me.”

“How do you know he won’t just chuck it anyway?” asked Harry, watching Draco loudly consider his options.

Blaise shrugged.

“Because if I wanted to bully Longbottom about it, I’d keep it to tease him with later.”

Harry considered it, and decided that Blaise was probably right. Draco would want to show Longbottom the Remembrall later on, while he could actually watch the poor boy’s reaction. The idea of letting the whole farce go on was unappealing, but Blaise sounded like he knew what he was on about…

“What’s Neville ever done to you anyway, Malfoy?” shouted one of the Gryffindor boys.

“It’s not so much what he’s done, but what he is,” said Draco. “Namely, a disgrace to wizards everywhere.”

“Why does Draco hate Longbottom so much?” asked Harry quietly while Draco paraded about listing all of Longbottom’s sins. He still wanted to intervene, but he kept Blaise’s words in mind and hoped the other boy’s strategy worked. “He keeps on and on about him, but I can’t figure out why. Do you lot know?”

Daphne and Blaise both looked away, while Tracey shook her head and shrugged. Millicent pretended to examine her broom for bent and broken twigs.

“It’s complicated,” said Blaise eventually, and only after Daphne nudged him with her foot, “and not our place to say. There are rumours, though. Family stuff. You know.”

Harry nodded slowly. He could understand a family feud of some sort, he supposed, although none of that gave Draco any right to go about bullying the poor boy—especially when Longbottom wasn’t even there to defend himself. Not that him being there would have made much difference, since as far as Harry could tell Longbottom preferred to pretend he didn’t exist, but it was the principle of the thing.

Draco, Vince, and Greg had started tossing the Remembrall to each other, and Draco was loudly considering whether or not to throw the ball as far into the lake as he possibly could. At this point three of the Gryffindor boys – Harry recognised them as Weasley, Finnegan, and Thomas – strode over the group of Slytherins, robe sleeves rolled up and faces full of frowns.

“Give us back the Remembrall, Malfoy,” said Finnegan.

“I don’t see why I should, especially not to a Weasley and … whatever the two of you are.”

Draco gave the two other boys an exaggerated look over, then sniffed.

“Stuff it, Malfoy!” shouted Weasley. “Just give it back.”

“Hoping Longbottom gives you a reward, are you Weasley?” Draco tossed the Remembrall into the distance with a smirk, although Harry thought he actually saw Draco slip it into his pocket instead. Weasley however didn’t notice that and lunged forward and punched Draco right on the nose. This victory was short-lived as Vince immediately head-butted Weasley, and Greg kicked Finnegan in the shin. Soon enough the six boys were rolling around on the floor fighting like Muggle children, many of the other first years clustered around them yelling encouragements and insults.

Harry and most of the others in Viper group stood away from the spectacle, mirrored by a slightly smaller cohort of Gryffindors who also hadn’t joined in the chaos.

“That’s one way to go about it,” muttered Blaise. He sighed. “At least when they get caught, Hooch will have to take points off them all equally.”

“When?” asked Harry. “She might not—” He trailed off when he saw an angry Madam Hooch stomping across the lawn towards the screaming mass of children.

“This is outrageous!” roared the slim woman. “Fifteen points from each of you!” she snapped. “In all my years! A brawl?”

The angry witch declared the lesson over and marched the students back to their changing rooms. Everyone changed silently, and then trudged back to their Common Rooms to wait for lunch—all except for the six boys who were fighting, who were taken straight to see Professor Dumbledore.

*

Harry waited in his dormitory with the other Slytherin boys after they returned from Flying for Vince and Draco to get back from their telling-off from Dumbledore. Theodore and Blaise seemed more interested in whether or not the two boys would be in serious trouble, but Harry wanted to get back Longbottom’s Remembrall, which he was sure Draco had pocketed rather than thrown away.

It didn’t take too long for the two boys to return. Neither appeared particularly chastised—indeed, Draco was smirking as he walked through the door.

“We got a detention each,” he said. “Hooch argued for a suspension but the headmaster must have realised that when my father heard about it, there’d be Hell to pay, so he stuck us with a detention instead.”

“Your dad would have been angrier at you than at Dumbledore for suspending you,” said Theodore quietly. “You know he would have. You shouldn’t be so quick to get in trouble, Draco.”

Draco glowered at Theodore.

“I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing, Theo,” he said. “Father would have understood.”

“I wasn’t talking about that,” said Theodore. “And you know I don’t like being called—” He frowned. “I meant with the Remembrall. What was even the point? To make the Gryffindors hate us?”

“There wasn’t any point,” said Draco. “It was meant to be a bit of fun. I mean, it’s only Longbottom. It’s not like anyone should have cared.”

“Well, you ended up fighting like Muggles and getting in trouble,” said Blaise. “A bit uncouth, wasn’t it?”

Draco grimaced.

“I should have cursed the little Weasel instead,” he said. “My father taught me a nasty little stinging curse this summer. He would have approved of that, I’m sure.”

“Yeah, maybe,” continued Blaise. “It just seems a bit—beneath us, you know? You lost Slytherin a load of points and—”

“What’s that?” snapped Draco. “Putting a Blood Traitor in his place is ‘beneath us’ now, is it? His whole family’s rotten, you must know that. Anyone with any decency wouldn’t have—”

“I don’t know why you had to go and—” Blaise started to say.

“I think you should give me back Longbottom’s Remembrall, Draco,” said Harry, interrupting. He didn’t care about whatever strange wizarding thing his fellow first years were arguing about, and he figured that he had five more years to learn anyway if he decided to start caring about the sorts of insults Draco used. He’d been stewing over his frustration since the abrupt end of the flying lesson, and he wanted to make his opinion heard.

He had spent enough time around bullies to know that he didn’t want to become one by association.

“I’m not interested in whatever problem you have with Weasley or anyone else’s family,” Harry said, “just give me the thing and I’ll get it back to Longbottom after our next Potions lesson. He’s already next to useless; there’s no need to bully him as well.  It makes us all look bad.”

Draco’s head whipped around and he regarded Harry intently. Harry stared back at him. After a few tense moments, Draco shrugged and pulled the Remembrall out of his pocket, and handed it to Harry.

“If it means that much to you, have it,” Draco said. “I wasn’t going to keep it.”

Despite his words, Harry could tell Draco was lying, but he supposed it didn’t really matter now that he had given over the Remembrall.

“Sorry to gang up on you,” Harry said. “I just didn’t think it was fair—I mean, there’s obviously something wrong with him, you know?”

“I understand,” said Draco a bit too quickly, and with a tone Harry could tell wasn’t genuine. Harry assumed he just wanted the argument over and done with. “Shall we have a game of Exploding Snap?”

Harry let out a breath he didn’t realise he’d been holding. The whole encounter could have gone very differently, and he hadn’t been worried about that until after the fact. It seemed however that no lasting damage had been done, and soon enough the boys were sat on Draco’s bed playing cards until it was time to go to lunch.

*

At breakfast the next day Harry had thought about trying to discreetly return Longbottom’s Remembrall, but the boy had quite uncharacteristically been surrounded by Gryffindor first years on either side, when he usually sat towards the end of the table alone, and Harry didn’t feel much like approaching a table full of Gryffindors anyway. Perhaps it was his imagination, but Harry did think they looked like a generally rowdy and dangerous lot, and he had heard that the Weasley twins could be quite vicious with their jokes—especially to Slytherins.

So in the end Harry decided that it would have to be either just before, or at the end of, their next Herbology lesson. Everyone would be able to see him give it back, but at least it would only be half of the first year Slytherins and Gryffindors watching.

“D’you think Sprout will make us pair up with Gryffindors? She didn’t last week, but…” asked Blaise as Viper group walked to Herbology together.

Daphne shrugged.

“I like Parvati, so I’d pick her again,” she said. “I borrowed this hair clip from her. Do you like it? I think it’s really pretty.”

The clip was shaped like a butterfly and had moving wings that beat slowly every few seconds, and had been painted with a vivid, glittering pattern on the wings that shone in the sun. Grudgingly, Harry would have agreed it was really pretty.

“It’s lovely,” said Tracey. “Where did she get it, do you know?” she asked. “I might get one. Ooh, maybe they have them in flowers!”

“It’s just that we start practicals this week, don’t we,” said Blaise, interrupting. “I don’t want to get saddled with Weasley like in Potions.”

“D’you reckon he’s worse than Longbottom?” said Harry.

Harry reached into his pocket and closed his hand around the Remembrall. He didn’t quite see the point in them himself—they apparently didn’t actually tell you what you’d forgotten, only that you had forgotten something—but perhaps Longbottom would be more effective with it than without.

“I think everyone bar Vince and Greg will be better than Longbottom at basically everything,” said Blaise as they reached the bottom of the stone stairs leading to the greenhouses. “Honestly, I think at least Greg is part-troll.”

Harry thought that was a little unfair – Greg was nice, even though he wasn’t especially smart – but he could see the resemblance to a troll. If his skin was just a little bit more green, Harry could believe he had troll somewhere in his family tree.

“This lesson is with Miss Root,” said Tracey. “We’ve got a double with Sprout after lunch. This is just a single.”

“Oh, really?” asked Blaise, frowning. “That’s terrible. We’ve got double Transfiguration with McGonagall and then a double Herbology with Sprout. That’s not fair.”

“We do have lunch in between,” pointed out Theodore.

“Two bloody Herbology lessons in one day is criminal,” muttered Blaise. “It’s just so dirty…”

“I like Herbology,” said Daphne cheerfully. “At least we don’t have to squeeze out worms and entrails like Potions.”

“I wanted to give the Remembrall back,” muttered Harry to Theodore while Daphne and Blaise argued the relative merits of Herbology, “but not in front of everyone. You reckon Miss Root will notice if I try in the lesson?”

Theodore shrugged.

“Dunno,” he said. “Probably. I don’t know if she’d say anything though, she seems nice.”

“I thought so too,” said Harry.

Unfortunately for Harry, the Gryffindors had arrived to their joint Herbology lesson first and had bunched up together right in front of the entrance to Greenhouse One, with Longbottom uncharacteristically at the centre of the group.

The greenhouse door swung open of its own accord, and a sing-song voice called out.

“Come on in, guys! We’re all ready to start!”

In their pairs and groups the Gryffindors made their way inside the large greenhouse, followed by the Viper group Slytherins, and Harry looked out for an opportunity to give back Longbottom’s Remembrall—to no avail. Longbottom was ensconced within the Gryffindor mass and as far away from the Slytherins as humanly possible.

“Don’t worry about your gloves and stuff today!” said Miss Root, smiling. “Sorry, but I’ve got the boring job of demonstration! You will need your gloves and aprons after lunch with Professor Sprout, though, so remember to bring them with you!”

Miss Root turned to write something on a mobile blackboard. She eschewed the heavy full robes worn by most of the professors and instead wore a much lighter half-robe with the sleeves rolled up. She had her hair pinned up with a clip Harry was sure made Daphne and Tracey very jealous, shaped like some sort of plant he didn’t recognise.

“You do need to take notes in today’s session,” said Miss Root, “because the professor will want to go straight into the practical this afternoon. That’s why I get the really fun job of explaining to you all about the Devil’s Snare. It’s a big part of this year’s syllabus, you know, so the professor wants you to get to grips with it really early on. You won’t be meeting a full-grown specimen just yet, but I can tell you that after lunch you’ll get to meet some babies…”

Harry zoned out of the explanations and instead tried to think of a way to get between the unassailable wall of Gryffindors surrounding Longbottom. He did make sure to write down the bits that seemed important – helped along by the occasional nudge from Tracey – but spent most of his time glancing at the Gryffindors, trying to think of an opening to talk with Longbottom.

He didn’t manage to find one, especially not as Miss Root managed to fill the hour-long lesson with quite a lot of information about the Devil’s Snare. At one point Harry even had to scratch out a couple of diagrams onto his parchment, which went about as well as he could have expected although not nearly as well as he would have liked.

Just as all the students were putting their parchment and quills back into their schoolbags, Harry saw Longbottom hang back slightly to speak with Miss Root. Seizing his chance to return the Remembrall, Harry waited just inside the greenhouse door for the two of them to finish.

He caught Longbottom just as he tried to leave.

“Longbottom, wait!” said Harry. “Sorry about the—I mean, take this. It’s yours anyway.” He pressed the Remembrall into Longbottom’s hand.

“Th-thank you,” mumbled Longbottom after a few moments. “I didn’t think—thank you,” he said again. “I’ve got to—History next…” He sped away quickly, leaving Harry alone—except for Miss Root at the back of the greenhouses.

Harry followed on, hoping to catch up with the others from Viper group as they made their way to Defence. As he did, he saw Longbottom catch up with two of the Gryffindor boys.

“What’d Potter want?” he heard one of them ask.

“Something sneaky, slippery and Slytherin, I bet,” sniggered the other.

Harry didn’t hear Longbottom’s response as the three Gryffindor boys moved quickly away. Harry left them alone as he jogged on to meet up with the other Viper group Slytherins. He caught up with them as they entered the Defence corridor.

“Go alright with Longbottom?” asked Blaise when Harry joined the group.

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah, I suppose. I gave him his thingy back, anyway,” Harry said. “Doesn’t matter now. We didn’t have homework for today, did we? Because if we did I haven’t done mine…”

Blaise shook his head.

“Nah. I don’t think Quirrell likes setting homework, to be honest with you. Mind, I don’t think Quirrell likes much of anything, but…”

Harry grinned. That was one less thing to worry about, then. With the return of Longbottom’s Remembrall over and done with, and no homework to worry about, it was back to the daily grind of lessons and learning how to fit in as a wizard.

 

 

  






8. Chapter 8 - Hallowe’en


    
    Chapter 8 – Hallowe’en
September passed by with nary a complaint from Harry. He felt as if he were getting a good handle on his classes, finally, and he hadn’t had any altercations with the Gryffindor boys. Draco seemed to have taken the other boys’ little intervention well enough that he still sat next to Harry in Transfiguration. Harry still wasn’t entirely sure he wanted Draco there, but he proved to be decent enough at Transfiguration that they worked quite well together.

Even their Flying lessons had progressed to a point where most of the students had actually taken to the air on a broom, and Harry found that he enjoyed it rather a lot. He even seemed to be quite good at it, too—Professor Snape had told him and Draco to attend Slytherin team practises to observe, since the team would be losing members next year. He still wouldn’t be allowed his own broom, but none of the other first years were allowed one either, so Harry couldn’t say the rule was unfair, exactly, just that it was completely ridiculous.

Harry’s excitement over watching the Slytherin team practise couldn’t even be dented by Draco’s generally dismissive and overly-nonchalant manner. And Blaise had told him anyway that Draco was terrified of doing something stupid and had written home for reassurance and advice. Harry however had taken to flying on a broom like he’d been doing it all his life already, and he was more worried about fitting in with the older, all wizarding, Slytherin boys. Draco would be automatically accepted in that way – he was the son of a rich and important pureblood, and he had known some of the boys on the team since he was a child – but Harry had noticed that some of the older Slytherins seemed to dislike him and he couldn’t figure out what he had done to deserve it.

The other first years had said it was all in his head, but he couldn’t help notice how some Slytherins stopped talking when he walked into a room, or changed the topic rather suddenly when they saw him, or couldn’t quite look him in the eye. Although come to think of it, Harry had noticed that most of the school got like that when he was around, except the first years he had classes with, although not all of them liked him either. The little group of friends Harry had made usually insulated him from the general weirdness, but at the Quidditch sessions – which were to be ‘closed’ – he would only really know Draco, who behaved unpredictably.

At least Harry knew he was good at flying. That would probably be enough for the Quidditch boys—it was the only thing some of them cared about, apparently. Well, Quidditch and girls.

In the end when it came time to actually attend the Quidditch practise Harry managed to exit the castle with a smile. Even Draco seemed happy. He and Draco would both be going in for Seeker, true, but it wouldn’t matter until the following year – assuming either of them actually proved good enough to make the team after all, which wasn’t at all assured given that there were second years who hadn’t got a chance to play yet. Even Snape picking them out for observation sessions might come to nothing if there was someone else better.

“If Flint knows what he’s doing he’ll have me up in the air doing manoeuvres right away,” Draco said to Harry as they walked out of the Entrance Hall together. Harry supposed the other boy sort of had to get all his nonsense out now, since he doubted he would say any of it to Flint through sheer embarrassment, and Draco being Draco, someone would have to sit though it eventually. Harry just wished it wasn’t him.

“Snape said we weren’t going to do any flying this session,” said Harry, although he did secretly hope Flint would ignore Snape’s command. The Quidditch boys all had proper brooms, too. He wondered if maybe they’d let him ride one. He could try, anyway.

Draco ignored Harry.

“Seeker is what I usually play but I’m pretty good as a Chaser, too,” he said instead, “but of course, you’ve never played, have you? So you don’t know… Well, that’s what practise is for I suppose…”

Draco’s tone suggested to Harry that practise wouldn’t be enough, but Harry had seen Draco fly during lessons and he didn’t seem that much better – if he was better at all – than Harry himself was. Harry got the impression even Hooch thought Harry was the better flier.

If he could get Flint to agree, he’d be quids in—or as the wizarding boys would say, ‘stirring a full cauldron’.

“Why do you think Snape had the team do this with us?” Harry asked. “Your obvious talent aside,” he added, since he’d found you really had to keep Draco on track. “It doesn’t seem like the sort of thing he would do…”

Draco stopped walking and considered it for a moment, then dismissively waved his hand as if to bat the question away as pointless.

“Well, he’s a Slytherin, isn’t he? He’ll want to win the Cup next year as well as this year, so why waste us this year when we could be training? I’ll bet he does this whenever he finds a promising first year. It’s only sensible.” Draco frowned as he seemed to realise he might have even more competition for a place on the team than just Harry. At least he’d admitted – even if just by implication – Harry was promising.

Harry considered what Draco had said as the two boys walked towards the Quidditch Pitch. He supposed it didn’t really matter anyway, and he had wanted to do something more exciting than just Flying lessons. Maybe next week Flint would have them up in the air!

When they arrived at the Quidditch Pitch however and Harry saw Flint and the other boys on the team, his enthusiasm dimmed somewhat. He hadn’t interacted much with Flint before – the older boy was always surrounded by the Quidditch team – but up close the boy gave off a slightly dangerous vibe as he laughed and joked with the team. Harry tried not to judge by appearances generally, given how he himself usually looked with his unkempt hair and general indifference to fashion, but Flint looked almost rough and unfinished. A bit like someone had started a sculpture, then stopped before getting the details just right. His jokes, too, seemed more like jibes than good-natured banter, but Harry thought that maybe he just wasn’t used to how the Quidditch boys behaved and it was all in good fun.

“Higgs, you son of a mudblood troll—get your arse in gear! The Snitch is right be-fuc—” he screamed, although he cut off when he saw Harry and Draco. “Looks like our firsties are here. Hey, I wonder which of them will replace you, Higgs? Potter or Malfoy?”

Higgs, the unhappy-looking boy hovering some ten or so feet in the air on his broomstick, glowered at Flint and shot off in the direction of the Snitch – or at least, what he thought was the Snitch. It wasn’t, though, as Harry could see it fluttering cautiously in the opposite direction.

“Oi! Either of you see why Higgs is an idiot?” shouted Flint from his broom.

“The Snitch is over there, near the Chasers,” said Harry, pointing. Draco obviously hadn’t seen it or he would have jumped right in with the answer.

“See?” bellowed Flint. “Higgs, you useless lump of ghoul shit! Potter saw the bloody Snitch and he wears glasses! Sit down you pair of shits,” he said, “I’ll give you something to do later. Watch for now.”

Flint sped off to berate Higgs some more far up into the sky, and Draco dragged Harry off towards the section of the stands where they were supposed to watch the training. Despite what he had said, he never did come back to give Harry or Draco something to do and spent most of the training session with the players. Still, Harry found it all very educational – he even learnt some new and, frankly, exotic swear words from Flint – although he did have to borrow Draco’s weird binoculars a few times to see what was going on high up into the sky. Fortunately, they could even rewind the action so both boys could see what was going on even if Harry did see it a bit later. Harry tried to remember to ask Tracey or Theodore where he could get a pair of his own.

“Flint swears a lot, doesn’t he?” said Harry during a relative lull in the action. “What do you think being on the team would be like?”

“Oh, I’m sure we’d get along just fine,” said Draco. “Flint’s family is a good one,” he said, as if that answered Harry’s question. When Harry didn’t say anything, Draco continued. “His sort are a bit rough but I don’t believe the rumours about troll blood in the family, no matter what Blaise says.”

Harry made a mental note to look up whether wizards and trolls could even have children together, then shrugged.

“I don’t know about that,” Harry said, “but he seems a bit full on.”

“Oh, that?” said Draco, smiling. “It’s because he’s not very good academically. Stebbins—not the one you’re thinking of, the other one—told me he’s going to flunk his NEWTs again, no question, and everyone knows it apparently, so Quidditch is really all he’s got. He could try again but after a certain point it just gets embarrassing.” Draco shrugged.

“The Flints are an old family but they’re not exactly well-off, you know, so he wants to be scouted. They say he’s good enough to play for England, but I’m not so sure. He’s no Keaton Flitney.”

“Er, yeah, right,” said Harry. He could understand that: before finding out he was quite rich, Harry had wondered just what he would do after finishing school. His best option had been somehow convincing his uncle to give him an easy management job, but Harry suspected neither he nor Vernon would have been pleased with that, no matter how good at his job Harry turned out to be. Harry looked up at Flint and the others. “I wouldn’t mind playing for England one day,” he said.

“You’ll have to get on the Slytherin team first,” said Draco with a smile, “so good luck beating me to it. There’s only one Seeker, Potter, and it’s going to be me.”

“We’ll see,” said Harry. He certainly didn’t intend to let Draco beat him to the team. That was a problem for another day, another year. But Harry was going to work for it. Sod Draco and his private tuition and the Quidditch pitch he had had at his house; Harry could beat him without any of that and not be a prat about it.

*

The latter half of October went by fairly smoothly, at least as far as Harry was concerned. He attended another couple of Quidditch practises, which were always entertaining, and although the professors had started piling on the homework the first year Slytherins had settled into a good study routine and everyone – even Vince and Greg, although with some assistance – had managed to at least keep up. Lessons were even starting to get quite interesting, as a lot of the very basic introductory material had been covered.

For the entire week leading up to Hallowe’en Harry had to deal with whispers and comments about this or that thing relating to his parents, Voldemort, and even Sirius Black. Some of the upper years had even been caught betting on whether or not Sirius Black would try to come and ‘finish the job’ on Sunday – something made even more likely by reports of multiple sightings of Black in and around Hogsmeade earlier that week.

By the end of lessons in the week of Hallowe’en, Harry still hadn’t even had the time to properly consider that it was the twelve year anniversary of his parents’ deaths and the attack on their family by Voldemort, or what that meant and how he felt about it, or even how he should feel about it.

Until, of course, multiple other students helpfully pointed it out to him in various ways over the course of the day. It had started in the morning double Potions session with the Gryffindors.

“I wouldn’t like to be Potter today, would you?” Finnegan had said to Weasley on their way into the Potions classroom. “Must be awful. I wonder if he’s cried.”

“I wonder if he remembers anything about it,” Weasley had said in reply.

Of course, as far as Harry knew, he remembered nothing. He had strange nightmares occasionally, but whether those were memories he couldn’t say. And he didn’t particularly want to remember it, nor have his attention brought to it again and again, so it was irrelevant. Snape had been particularly grumpy for whatever reason that morning, too, enough that Finnegan and Weasley were both sent to see McGonagall after mucking up their potion, which did make Harry feel a little better.

It had continued in Charms with the Hufflepuffs after he overheard a – not particularly quiet – conversation between Sophie Roper and Megan Jones about whether Harry would want revenge on Sirius Black. By the end of the day Harry couldn’t even enjoy the Hallowe’en decorations –  real bats, enchanted skeletons, and gigantic pumpkins that changed their facial expressions – without thinking about things he would really rather not.

At least their last lesson on Thursday was a double Herbology session, so Harry could focus on his work instead of the Gryffindors and their – almost always very loud  — whispering about the attack on his parents. Harry thought it might not be so bad if they were brave enough to say Voldemort while they were talking about him within earshot, but some of them couldn’t even manage to say ‘Sirius Black’ or ‘You-Know-Who’.

“The Feast on Sunday should be really good,” said Tracey, breaking Harry from his reverie. “We just have to get through lessons tomorrow first. Sorry most of our year is a big sack of gits!”

“Hufflepuff wasn’t that bad in Charms,” said Harry. “Except for a couple.” He did think that Ernie might have said something to them, but whatever the reason, at least nobody had mentioned it right in front of him. “Not like that lot.” He took a glance at the Gryffindors walking behind them.

“D’you think he remembers?” Harry heard one of the girls ask. “You know—”

“Ignore them,” said Tracey. “I heard Sprout is going to show us her Wailing Neeps!”

“It’s easy to say—wait, what’s a Wailing Neep?”

“You’ll see!” said Tracey. She grabbed his arm and pulled him along. “Come on!”

After all the students had filed into the places at the tables of Greenhouse One, Sprout placed an earth-filled crate on each of them. Gently wiggling leaves poked out of the dark, moist soil.

“Today we’re going to be harvesting Wailing Neeps,” said Sprout. She placed her hands together. “Who knows what a Wailing Neep is?” After a few moments she pointed to one of the Gryffindor girls waving her hand in the air. “Miss Brown?”

“Singing vegetables, Professor,” said Brown. “Some people train them to sing at parties.”

“One point to Gryffindor for an excellent answer, Miss Brown!” said Sprout. “Quite right. Yes, class. Wailing neeps are a kind of turnip—related to the common variety we eat but quite distinct—which can sing. Or, more accurately, wail. In times long past they featured commonly in funerary rites of some Celtic wizards, but nowadays we see them more often at parties and other such events. Can anyone tell me what the leaves are used for? Someone from Slytherin, perhaps?”

The Slytherins – Harry included – shuffled uneasily. Harry had no idea Wailing Neeps had existed until a few minutes ago, so he hoped he wouldn’t be called on to answer. Eventually Daphne put up her hand.

“If you boil them under the first full moon after Hallowe’en, and spread the leaves over your garden, it stops gnomes eating your herbs and vegetables.” Daphne paused. “By screaming at them.”

“Excellent work!” said Sprout. “One point to Slytherin. Indeed, Wailing Neeps are quite the versatile little veggie. Now, I want you to split into pairs – or threes – and get your gloves on. We’re going to be preparing a batch of Neeps for tonight’s Feast. Most of the Neeps for tonight have already been shipped over to the castle, but these ones needed just a bit more time to rest. This is a good lesson to prepare you for something we’ll be working with next year, but which are much more dangerous than Neeps!”

The students got into the pairs and threes with only a couple of incidents – localised to the Gryffindor half of the class – and Harry started to feel a bit better. Professor Sprout placed another few crates of Neeps on the other tables and demonstrated the proper way to remove them from the soil.

“Remember to be firm but gentle!” shouted Professor Sprout over the noise. “We don’t want to traumatise the poor things before tonight’s performance! Wash them slowly and then place them over here after stuffing their mouths with a damp, muddy cloth. Don’t worry, they like it well enough once they get used to it. If it gets too loud for you, pick up a pair of ear-muffs and carry on. We’ve got a lot to get through.”

Harry looked at the crate full of twitching leaves dubiously. Could they really like what was about to happen?

“Let’s get you out of there…” said Tracey. She reached into the crate and pulled out the first of their Neeps. It immediately opened its gash-like mouth and wailed. All through the greenhouse students were pulling Neeps from the soil, and each one joined in the cacophonous dirge. After about a minute or so, the Neeps started to wail in unison. The relatively harmonious song didn’t last for long, however, as students started shoving muddy rags into the strange vegetables’ mouths.

Harry stared at their Neep. It even had little sockets above the mouth that looked like eyes, although Harry didn’t think the Neeps could see. At least, he hoped they couldn’t see; singing vegetables with mouths were already strange enough without them being able to see. Seeing singing vegetables raised questions about whether or not they could think that Harry didn’t want to explore just then. Perhaps not ever.

“Wash the Neep!” shouted Tracey. “It’s starting to struggle!”

Harry jumped to it, and the pair spent the rest of the lesson carefully removing their Neeps from their crates, washing them, and placing muddy cloths into their mouths so that they could rest together with the others.

At one point he caught Blaise and Theodore making faces like the Neeps, and joined in until Sprout told them all off.

The lesson ended up being rather fun, and it was loud enough that even if people were talking about him, Harry couldn’t hear them. By the end of the lesson Harry had almost had enough of the Neeps and their wailing, but did find himself wondering what they tasted like. Did wizards even eat Neeps?

By the time he got back to the Slytherin Common Room with the others, he felt much lighter than he had all day.

*

Wizards, for reasons that nobody had really explained to Harry but which they probably thought were obvious, loved Hallowe’en. Most people back at home in Surrey were uninterested in it –  Harry did remember attending one or two Hallowe’en discos at primary school, but otherwise, Hallowe’en was a non-event with maybe a scary film on television at home. Not that Vernon or Petunia would want to watch one.

But at Hogwarts the wizards went all-out. Harry had thought the castle already decorated in time for event, but over the weekend just before Hallowe’en, dozens of new decorations had popped up all over the castle. Harry had already seen the dancing skeletons, the enchanted bats, and pumpkins that made faces at you as you walked past, but somehow the Hogwarts staff had managed to go one step further with the festivities at the Hallowe’en Feast. A choir of Wailing Neeps sang at either end of the Great Hall – rather better than Harry would have expected from his experience in Herbology that day – and suits of armour clashed and banged as they re-enacted duels and battles at the ends of the tables. Trios of jittering skeletons juggled their own heads and wandered throughout the Hall.

It was quite the event, and although Harry didn’t fully understand it, he did enjoy the atmosphere in the Great Hall.

Instead of the usual dinner and dessert, the kitchens had produced a five-course feast with all sorts of offerings. Some were a bit too exotic for Harry’s tastes, like the jellied eels, but others such as the mutton in dirigible plum sauce were a welcome addition to his plate.

“Brilliant!” exclaimed Millicent. “Look at the ghosts!”

The House ghosts, and a gaggle of others Harry didn’t recognise and which didn’t usually visit the Great Hall, floated into the cavernous room and started to perform some sort of choreographed dance—including the Bloody Baron! Harry turned to get a better look.

Below the ghosts the suits of armour still fought their battles, and the choir of Neeps wailed. The ghosts, to their credit, managed to fit in to the whole display quite nicely. Ghosts Harry had never seen before twirled and glided through the air whilst the armour clashed sword against pike on the ground. Harry had never experienced anything like it.

Which is why he almost missed Professor Quirrell bursting into the Hall and shouting with a magically enhanced voice.

“Trolls! In the dungeons!” The poor wizard looked almost close to fainting.

Immediately Dumbledore stood and called out to the gathered students.

“Prefects! Take your Houses back to their Common Rooms at once! You may finish the Feast there. Professors, with me!”

Dumbledore exited the Great Hall in a swirl of lavender robes with most of Hogwarts’s professors trailing behind him. The Gryffindor and Ravenclaw Prefects led their students away from the Great Hall, but the Slytherin and Hufflepuff Prefects lingered at their House tables.

“If the trolls are in the dungeons where the bloody hell are we supposed to go?” shouted one of the fourth-year Slytherin Prefects to the fifth year Prefects for Slytherin.

“Not to worry!” said Professor Sprout, who had stayed behind. “Fall in with me, all of you. We’ll get you back safely! I know a safe route back for emergencies.”

Miss Root and Mr Shafiq followed along behind the students as they streamed out of the Hall and into a discreet passageway opened by Professor Sprout.

“Quick as you can, but carefully!” shouted the portly woman.

The first years got sent through the passageway first, followed sequentially by the other years, until eventually the entirety of Hufflepuff and Slytherin Houses were squeezed into the normally unused secret route through the dungeons. After a bit more time than it would usually take to get to the dungeons, Sprout stopped at a fork in the passage.

“Bella, you take the Hufflepuffs through the cellars! Ali, you go with the Slytherins to the dungeons. I’ll see the rest through here.”

“I know it’s all really dangerous,” Harry heard Millicent say, “but it’s rather exciting, isn’t it?”

“What are you, a Gryffindor?” hissed Blaise, who looked like he might be sick. “Trolls! Where we sleep.”

“The dungeons are massive,” said Millicent dismissively. “And it’s not like all the professors at Hogwarts will be outdone by a bunch of trolls. Be real! Where’s your sense of adventure?”

Harry agreed with Millicent. The students seemed to be perfectly safe—Sprout had even found them a secret passageway which was presumably as far from the excitement as one could be and still be in the dungeons—and a bunch of trolls running around the dungeons was quite an exciting thing especially when you were safe from them.

“But what if Black sent them in?” retorted Blaise. “Then it’s not just trolls, is it?”

Harry hadn’t thought of that particular possibility, but now that Blaise had mentioned it, it did worry him. Everyone else in the castle would most likely be completely safe from Black—it was apparently only Harry he was after. With that particular thought in mind, the situation became a lot less exciting for Harry.

“We’ll deal with that when it happens,” Harry managed to say through clenched teeth.

About a minute or so later the Slytherins emerged into the hallway which housed their Common Room entrance, and one of the prefects opened the doorway and ushered the younger students inside. Once inside, Harry saw that food and dessert had been moved from the Slytherin table in the Great Hall to about a dozen smaller tables in the Slytherin Common Room. A wireless played music from a popular channel in one of the corners, although there was a marked absence of Neeps and disembodied suits of armour. The Slytherin Common Room did have its own ambience which paired well Hallowe’en, so Harry didn’t feel too disappointed.

And it was presumably safe from Black, who shouldn’t know how to enter the Common Room in the first place.

Once inside the Slytherins dispersed into their various friend groups and occupied their usual positions within the Common Room. Some of them got food from the tables, and others – the fourth and fifth years – disappeared and reappeared with bottles of something Harry was sure was alcohol which they tipped into a punch bowl. One of the Quidditch boys guarded the bowl fiercely, preventing anyone too young from taking anything from it.

Harry and the other first years found themselves banished to their usual little enclave out of the way of the other students. Finally satisfied of his own safety, Blaise lounged near a fireplace listening to Draco rant. Millicent sat next to him rolling her eyes at Tracey, who had started to braid Daphne’s hair.

“Trolls! A pack of bloody trolls in the dungeons and where does that worthless old man send us? To the dungeons!” said Draco.

“Mm,” replied Blaise, bored, and with all traces of his former fear absent. “We did have Sprout, and Shafiq and Root, and a secret passageway back to our Houses, though.”

Draco ignored him.

“We could have died!” he continued. “When my father hears about this there’ll be Hell to pay.” Draco sounded almost genuinely happy at the thought.

“I think you’re right, Draco,” said Pansy. “We could have all died! It was lucky, really, that there was even a passageway for us to use. Not that Dumbledore seemed to care.” Next to her, Victoria Runcorn nodded in agreement.

“Dumbledore took all the other professors to deal with the trolls,” pointed out Harry. “So wouldn’t they have been able to deal with it? I don’t think we were in danger, not really.” He left out his lingering worry about Sirius Black. If the troll attack had been a diversion, the crazed wizard could already be in the castle getting up to whatever nefarious deeds he had planned.

“I’d pay good money to watch what’s happening,” said Millicent. “I wish that passage didn’t exist and we had to go the normal way. Can you imagine? Think about it! All the professors fighting a horde of bloody trolls!”

Daphne turned away from Tracey briefly to pull a face at Millicent, who ignored her.

“With the way this school’s gone, it wouldn’t surprise me if the trolls won,” said Draco.

“Come off it,” said Theodore. “Think what you want about Dumbledore’s politics, Draco, but there’s no way a bunch of trolls could get the better of him. If he can beat Grindelwald he can handle a few trolls!”

Harry had managed to pick up some bits and pieces of history in his time as a wizard, so he did at least know the basics of the story concerning Dumbledore and Grindelwald. What he felt less certain about were wizarding politics—in both the general and specific senses. His peers in Slytherin, however, seemed much more clued in and willing to comment. Although why a bunch of bloody thirteen year olds had any interest in politics was beyond him. Harry assumed it was just parroted comments and opinions from their parents, like Dudley did with Vernon, but it was a common enough topic of conversation that Harry thought they probably had some of their own opinions on it.

Theodore and Draco got into a little argument over Dumbledore’s martial prowess which sounded to Harry as if they had had it before. They continued like this—with the occasional interjection from one of the other Slytherin first years—until Vince and Greg brought back a few plates heaped with food and placed them where the others could grab stuff from them.

Argument forgotten, the first years started to pick over the remains of the Feast. After all, Harry had been looking forward to dessert before the trolls had interrupted proceedings, and whoever had transported the food into the Common Room had chosen to bring everything.

When Tracey finished braiding Daphne’s hair, the pair of them got up and made their way to the tables with all the food to get some glasses of punch. When they returned a few minutes later—without the punch—both girls appeared visibly shaken.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Pansy.

“When we went to get some punch the prefects were talking and—and apparently a student was caught in the attack,” said Daphne. “The professors got there too late, and—and they said she was hurt. Badly.”

“Gemma Farley said it was one of the Gryffindor girls,” added Tracey. “They sent her to St Mungo’s.”

“Rowle said the teachers think she might not make it,” said Daphne, her lip quivering. “But they shooed us away before we could hear anything else. I hope it’s not Parvati.”

“With any luck it’ll be Granger,” said Draco smugly, “and the trolls would’ve done us all a favour.”

A few of the other first years made noises of disgust and walked away from the wider group, although most of Harry’s friends stayed, save Millicent who got up in disgust to sit somewhere else. Tracey appeared more uncomfortable than before, and after a few moments’ indecision went to sit next to Millicent. Daphne stood her ground and glared at Draco.

“That’s not very nice, Malfoy,” she said. “Someone could have died, and even if—no one deserves—What an awful thing to say!” She grunted. “You’re such an arse!” she said, and stormed off to sit near Tracey and Millicent.

“If it is Granger it’s her own fault,” continued Draco as if nothing had happened. “Serves her right, the uppity little Mu—”

“Draco,” said Theodore sharply, with a quick glance at Harry. It was fast, and brief, but Harry did notice it. “Daphne’s right,” Theodore added quietly. “There’s no need to be nasty about it. You shouldn’t be happy about someone dying.” He fidgeted with his robe sleeve and stared at the floor next to Draco’s seat.

Harry had the feeling Draco wasn’t about to call Granger a ‘muggleborn’, and although he didn’t know precisely what word Draco had been about to say or exactly what it meant, it left a sour taste in his mouth nonetheless.

Draco looked set to say something else, but Harry didn’t feel much like letting him.

“You can be a real prat sometimes, Draco,” said Harry. He stood up. “You’ve got all this money, people want to be friends with you, your family is famous and your dad is like, big in the Ministry… so why d’you have to be so nasty to someone like Granger? Daphne’s right; you are an arse.” Harry shook his head and walked away to join Tracey, Millicent, and Daphne at their table. He could feel the eyes on him as he walked away, but found that he didn’t care.

After a few minutes he noticed that Blaise had left Draco and his little group to join some of the other first years, although Theodore had stayed. With a not insignificant effort he put it out of his head, and tried to enjoy the rest of his Hallowe’en, but it had already been ruined at least twice over.
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    Chapter 9 – Fun and Games
The next morning Harry found waking up in the dorms to be a bit awkward given the argument the night before, but since it was Draco’s fault, he felt justified in not talking to the other boy. Lessons would have helped, but in light of the incidents the previous night, Dumbledore had cancelled lessons for the day, so Harry was left without anything structured to do. He didn’t want to spend the entire day pointedly ignoring Draco in the Common Room, but he would if he had to, since it was all Draco’s fault for being awful.

But not too long after breakfast Tracey invited Harry to go play in the cellars with some of the Hufflepuffs, so he didn’t have to linger in the Common Room with the others. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Blaise hadn’t completely disappeared, but he had, and Theodore seemed glued to Draco, so in all Harry was glad to get away.

As the pair walked through the dungeons in search of their Hufflepuff friends, Harry caught snatches of whispered conversations whose speakers he couldn’t actually see.

“…so hungry…”

“…lonely… so alone…”

“Did you hear that?” he asked Tracey in a low whisper. “I can hear someone talking…”

Tracey shook her head.

“I didn’t hear anything, but maybe it’s the Hufflepuffs? They should be around here…”

“Yeah, maybe,” said Harry, although he didn’t feel especially sure given the content he’d overheard.

He worried about just which Hufflepuffs would be there until Tracey managed to find them, and he saw that they included Ernie, which made him feel a bit better. At least Ernie wasn’t prone to bouts of sudden nastiness. He had brought with him another boy from Hufflepuff whose name Harry couldn’t recall, and a girl he thought might be called Susan. They seemed friendly enough.

“Millie’s a bit late,” said Tracey when they reached the right alcove, “but she is coming.”

“I brought some games,” said Ernie. “But Millie was supposed to bring Oraclue, so I didn’t fetch it with me.”

“And I brought my Gobstones set and some spares in case we want to play,” said the girl. “I’m Susan,” she said. “We haven’t met properly yet but we’ve got Charms together!”

“Nice to meet you,” said Harry.

“I’m Justin,” said the other boy. “Finch-Fletchley. I’m in Charms with you as well.”

“What games did you bring?” asked Tracey. “I’m Tracey,” she added, almost as an afterthought, as she looked over the stack of games Ernie had brought. “Ooh, you brought Hungry, Hungry Hippogriffs! I love that one.”

“He brought Labyrinth as well,” said Susan. “I know it’s a bit long but we do have all day.”

“I don’t know what any of these games are about,” said Justin. “I’m used to, well, you know, Monopoly, or Cluedo… I have seen wizard chess, though.”

“Me neither,” admitted Harry. “Whenever we played Monopoly at home, my cousin always made me pick the shoe. But all of these games are new to me…”

He sat down on the floor opposite Ernie, and leaned over to look at the boxes of games. Just like Muggle board games, the boxes were printed in bright colours with pictures, but unlike Muggle board games, the pictures moved. One of the boxes kept trying to sing an advertising jingle at them, but whether through age or some other means, it came out muddled up and almost inaudible.

“What’s Tombs & Treasures?” asked Harry. The box art included a pyramid and a blinking sphinx, with a mummy shambling across a desert.

“It’s a bit long—I only brought it because Millie likes it,” said Ernie. He shrugged. “But we can give it a go if you want to. You have to explore these old Egyptian tombs and find the treasure. It uses this charm to make infinite variations of tombs which is quite cool I suppose because it’s never the same tomb twice… I prefer Oraclue though; the visions are really fun!”

“That is clever,” said Justin. “I don’t think you’d get that in any Muggle game. On a computer, maybe? I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised, this is the magical world after all. You know, I was so shocked to get my letter; I was already at Eton! But I just couldn’t say no, you understand.”

Harry took another look at Justin. He had a vague idea that Eton was that fancy school where very rich and well-connected people went – Harry knew that it had fees many times in excess of what Smeltings charged, and had the reputation to match. If Justin had been in attendance there, his family must have had some serious money.

“I get what you mean,” Harry said. “Although I was just at my local comprehensive. I’m really glad to be here instead!” Harry had only thought about Stonewall High a few times since arriving at Hogwarts. He missed his friends but there was so much going on at Hogwarts, and so many new people, that he hadn’t given them that much thought at all. His Muggle life felt at times almost like a half-remembered dream.

He had a brief twinge of guilt at the realisation, but it soon passed. After all, he had a magic wand! He could fly! That was way better chemistry and maths, even if he had had to leave his Muggle friends behind. And it’s not like they had really gone anywhere, so he could still see them in the summer…

Before anyone else could say anything, Millicent came skidding around the corner slightly out of breath.

“Sorry I’m late! Couldn’t find Oraclue… Mum packed it shrunk, and then I had to ask a prefect to unshrink it for me. It’s here though.” She sat on the floor next to Tracey and placed a large rectangular box onto the pile of board games. “And I brought my gobstones as well, just in case.”

“I thought we could start with Hungry, Hungry Hippogriffs,” said Ernie, “ease into it a bit, then move on to Oraclue if we’re all game?”

“I don’t mind,” said Harry. Truthfully, he was curious to play all of the games—except maybe gobstones, which he’d already grown bored of – so he felt happy to go along with the group.

“That’s a good idea,” said Susan. “Oh, we’ll have to extend the board since there’s six of us… does the charm still work, Ernie?”

“Oh, bother,” said Ernie. He pulled open the box. “I reckon it should, but you know how these games get after a while… let me just set it up.”

Ernie set up the board, and then tapped his wand against it. It elongated, and he repeated the process with two of the pieces that it came with – some sort of animal Harry didn’t recognise but which looked like a cross between a horse and a bird. Ernie passed each of them what looked like a toy wand, then started placing coloured balls onto various parts of the board.

“You control your hippogriff with the toy wand,” he said absently. “You’ll get the hang of it, it’s easy,” he explained to Harry and Justin. “When we start the game the balls all start flying, see, and then we want the hippogriffs to eat them. Whoever eats the most balls wins.”

“The scores pop up in the air so it’s all easy and no one can cheat,” said Susan.

“How do we make the hippo—griff? How do we make it eat the balls?” asked Justin.

“They do it on their own,” said Millicent. “Let’s start, it’s easy!”

She jabbed her toy wand in the air and her hippogriff rose up until it hovered about a foot above the game board. Harry followed her example and soon the game was well underway. It took him a little while to get the hang of it, but the practise he’d had with the Levitation Charm helped.

The hippogriff ate each ball its mouth came into contact with automatically, which Harry thought was helpful, and after his rocky start he found he was actually quite good at it. Balls danced and twirled through the air over the game board, snatched – or knocked askew – by the floating, chomping hippogriffs.

After a couple of minutes the game was over and smoky numbers showing each player’s score popped into place above each hippogriff. Harry grinned when he saw his score was highest – his hippogriff had caught twenty eight balls!

“Nice one, Harry,” said Ernie. “Beginner’s luck, though, I’ll bet!”

“I’ll reset the board and burp the hippogriffs,” said Susan. She gathered the hippogriffs to her and poked at them with her wand so that they spit up all the balls they had eaten.

“Did you lot hear the rumours this morning?” asked Ernie. “About the trolls?”

“We heard Granger got sent to St Mungo’s,” said Tracey carefully, “after a horrible accident with the trolls.” Harry didn’t blame her – he wasn’t overly keen to see a repeat of last night’s scenes with Draco either. “What did you hear?”

“Tragic,” said Justin. “We heard that too, but one of our prefects said—what was it, Ernie? Trolls ruined one of the bathrooms, and Granger was hiding in it, wasn’t she?”

Ernie nodded.

“The girls’ bathroom where the dungeons turn into the cellars,” he explained.

“Why was she there? Does anyone know?” Harry asked. “It’s a long way from where the Gryffindors are, isn’t it? And on a Sunday, so no lessons…”

Susan glanced around as if checking for someone.

“Well, I don’t want to gossip, but I did hear that Granger goes down there to cry sometimes, because the Gryffindors don’t like going there, and she’s had trouble making friends.” Susan shrugged. “That’s just what I’ve heard.”

“Oh,” said Harry. It made sense, even if it wasn’t a nice thing to think about.

“The teachers have fixed the bathrooms by now, of course, but Granger wasn’t so lucky,” continued Ernie after a few moments of awkward silence after Susan’s statement.

“She isn’t dead, is she?” asked Harry, shocked. He hadn’t thought…

“No, no!” said Susan. “Thank Merlin. But Truman said it must be really serious to get sent to St Mungo’s, since Madam Pomfrey is a professional mediwitch and everything. We were really lucky there was that passage, or it could have been one of us…”

“Thank God,” said Justin. “It was hard enough getting Mum and Dad to agree on sending me here. If I’d got hurt like that, they’d never let me come back.”

“Muggleborn students have to attend an accredited school,” said Susan idly as she reset the game board, “and that means Hogwarts or Wandwright’s. And you need an invitation to attend Wandwright’s so you’d be fine.”

“There’s a school in Wales you could go to as well,” Tracey added, “but you probably don’t speak Welsh… so it’s just Hogwarts for you!”

Justin frowned at that, but before he could say anything Ernie spoke instead.

“They can fix almost anything at St Mungo’s,” said Ernie confidently. “She’ll be back before the end of the week, I’m sure.”

“I heard Filch’s office was broken into last night, while everyone else was dealing with the trolls,” Susan said. She paused and glanced at Harry. “Stebbins—our one, not the other one—was saying that it could have been Sirius Black.”

“Well, I hope not,” said Harry. Black, inside Hogwarts? The safest building in Britain, a place where Harry had been assured he would be safe? It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Although he did wonder why, of all places, Black should break into the Squib caretaker’s office. There were surely many more important places to tackle than that in a place like Hogwarts even if Black hadn’t wanted to attack Harry.

“I heard that it wasn’t Filch’s office that got broken into,” Millicent said. “Rowle said—well, not to me, to Shafiq when I was listening—that someone nicked something from Dumbledore’s office last night too.”

“Really?” asked Tracey. “Do you know what?”

“Nah,” said Millicent. “But I reckon they’d keep that secret anyway. Dumbledore’s probably got all sorts of weird things in his office.”

“But Filch’s office was definitely broken into as well,” said Susan. “Stebbins said he heard it from Professor Sprout after the prefects’ meeting.”

“So you think Black hit the caretaker’s office, then Dumbledore’s?” said Justin. “Busy night for him.”

“Or he had someone in the castle helping him, I suppose,” reasoned Millicent. “Could be anyone.” Then she looked over at Harry. “Er, not to worry you. Sorry. It’s probably not…”

“Another game? Or should we switch to Oraclue?” said Ernie quickly.

“Nah,” said Millicent, evidently recovered from her little blunder. “Let’s play Goblin Wars!”

“Ugh, that’s such a boy game!” complained Susan. “Er, no offence,” she added after realising just who had suggested it.

“It’s this really fun game,” said Millicent with a sideways look at Susan, “where you play as different goblin tribes and have to take over all the goblin caves. It needs strategy and quick thinking,” she said pointedly. “And the game pieces smash each other to bits! It’s like chess but loads better.”

“Okay, fine!” said Susan. “We can play, if you want. My little brother and my dad always make me play, so I do know how.” She looked around the group. “If everyone else wants to play as well, I mean.” She appeared hopeful that someone would object, but nobody did.

“It sounds a bit like this muggle game,” said Harry. “It’s called Risk. Do you know it, Justin?” It had, in fact, been one of the few games his uncle Vernon actually approved of, and so Harry had spent quite a lot of time playing it with him and Dudley.

Justin nodded.

“I’ve heard of it,” he said. “I don’t mind playing.”

“Brilliant!” said Millicent. She cleared the other games out of the way and started to set up Goblin Wars. Harry looked at the board—or, rather, boards. Goblin Wars came with several different game boards each featuring a different kind of subterranean environment. Illustrations of animals moved around the board and hid in and around giant mushrooms, and at various points throughout the painted caves were little pictures of outposts and buildings. Between the three game boards Millicent placed a dimly glowing rock.

“Pop!” said Millicent, tapping her wand against each of the three game boards. Some of the illustrations—mostly just the buildings, although a few mushrooms too—popped up off the boards and swelled into three dimensions. “I’m going Toothcrusher Tribe,” Millicent said.

“Oh, I’ll go Goldgrabber, then,” said Ernie.

“I’m Ironblood,” said Susan.

“I don’t know what any of this means,” complained Justin. “Does the Tribe matter?”

“A little bit,” said Tracey. “I’m going to go Gemhallow. Each Tribe has a special piece or ability, Toothcrusher has a dragon, Ironblood has a war-unicorn. You know, stuff like that.”

“Er, right,” said Harry.

“Harry, you should go Silvermist Tribe,” said Tracey, “they’re good for beginners. They get to place an extra piece every turn. And Justin, you should go Steelsmith, because all their pieces are stronger, so they’re good for beginners too.”

Millicent launched into a rather quick and overly simplified explanation of the rules – at least in Harry’s opinion – and how to play the game, and soon enough the game was underway. The objective was fairly simple – control all the goblin caves – but it was made more complex by the fact that each Tribe could only make a limited number of moves per turn, and only had a restricted number of pieces to place on the board, of which there were several.

The rock in the middle of the game boards started to glow brighter, and words appeared in smoky letters above it.


  Harvest +2 mushrooms for an extra unit


“Harvest the mushroom,” commanded Millicent, who had declared she would start the game. Harry would have preferred to roll dice to determine who started, but no one seemed keen to argue with Millicent, so he let it go. And as the game didn’t appear to have dice at all, he didn’t think there was even anything to roll.

One of Millicent’s Toothcrusher pieces moved across the game board she shared with Susan and started to harvest one of the mushrooms that had grown out of it. “Mushrooms give our pieces more health,” she explained for Harry and Justin’s benefit. “And I had the mission, so next turn I can put down two pieces.”

“Oh, the crystal gives missions and tasks,” explained Ernie, since Millicent had left that out of her hurried recounting of the game and its rules. “You’re supposed to do them, but every family has their own rules, see… so sometimes at home, we ignore the missions.”

“You can’t ignore the missions!” said Millicent.

“The missions are like the whole point!” said Susan.

“Some of the tasks are annoying, though,” said Tracey, “so at home, we ignore those ones too.”

“Are we playing or are we chatting like old ladies?” asked Millicent. “It’s your turn, Susan.” Millicent passed a faceted crystal over to Susan, who took it in her hand. The smoky, floating text puffed into a different string of words as Susan took hold of the crystal.


  Capture an outpost


“Oh, bother,” said Susan. “Okay then, move forward one space, then deploy another piece. This mission always takes ages if you get it first go…”

Susan’s piece moved and another hopped up from the spares to join it on the board.

Next came Tracey’s turn, and she seemed really pleased by her mission. Harry didn’t have too much time to think about it because it was his turn after that, and he felt more worried that he’d do something stupid and look like a berk. He put down his two pieces and followed along with the mission before handing the crystal over to Justin. Harry still didn’t really know what he was doing, after all, although it did seem a bit like the Muggle game Risk, albeit with some bells and whistles. The game progressed quite quickly after that as everyone – even Harry and Justin – got into the swing of things.

The game seemed reasonably evenly-matched for a little while as each of the players advanced in order to capture their caves. Harry found that it was quite fun even if he didn’t know exactly what to do or why he was doing it.

Before too long Millicent managed to destroy the last of Ernie’s game pieces, and Susan had utterly thrashed Tracey. Justin hung on a little longer, although Millicent crushed his last piece as it tried to harvest some mushrooms.

Harry found himself backed into a corner and nearly out of the game, while Millicent and Susan and battled each other for the right to take him out. Susan had deployed her war-unicorn to great effect, cutting off the last of Harry’s warriors, but Millicent commanded the Toothcrusher dragon to follow behind her.

“Take your turn, Harry,” said Millicent. “Move left, or otherwise Susan wins, and we wouldn’t want a Hufflepuff to win, would we?”

“I think you should move right,” countered Susan, “because otherwise Millicent will win, and she cheated, so that’s not fair.”

“I didn’t cheat! You’re allowed to use the dragon like that. It’s not my fault Justin’s never played before!”

Harry sat back and ignored the two girls and their argument. Each of them was correct – if he moved right, Millicent would win, and if he moved left, Susan would win. But he wondered if he had a third option, so that whatever he did, it wouldn’t automatically mean one of the girls won. He couldn’t move backwards, since there was no backwards to move, and moving in either direction would cause him to lose.

Could he somehow hang on, and then maybe even win after the girls took each other out? Harry surveyed the board. He had a mushroom in range of his warrior, and he could place an extra two warriors down after moving his remaining piece.

“Hm,” Harry said, thinking.

“If you put down a goblin engineer, you could build a wall with the stone you mined on your last turn,” said Tracey. “Then it will take two turns for Susan or Millie to knock it down.”

“Don’t help him!” shouted Millicent.

“That’s not fair!” said Susan.

Harry considered it. Whichever girl decided to attack Harry’s wall would leave herself open to attack by the other, and then when it got back around to Harry’s turn, he could attack with his own pieces – and the extra ones from his special ability – and maybe win the game that way.

“Alright,” he said. “Warrior, wait this turn. Engineer, deploy yourself and another warrior, then build a wall.”

Harry leaned back to watch as his engineer got up and walked onto the board along with his second warrior, and then built a wall. Whatever happened afterwards was up to Millicent, whose turn it was next. He passed the crystal over to her.

“Warriors, I want you to split attack Harry’s wall and Susan’s flank.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” warned Susan. She glared at Millicent. “You could have come second, but now you’ll come third.”

The goblin warriors closest to Harry’s wall started hacking at it with their weapons, while the others moved to fight with Susan’s warriors. Several of them fell to her war-unicorn, but were quickly replaced by her dragon, which took their spot on the game board and swiped at Susan’s unicorn for a great deal of damage. It still stood, but bowed its head and moved slowly.

“I still have a healer in play,” said Susan smugly as she snatched the game crystal from Millicent. “Healer, fix my unicorn.  Unicorn, destroy the dragon, and warriors, follow on behind.”

Susan’s healer restored her unicorn to full health, and it charged forward to attack Millicent’s dragon. The two game pieces fought for nearly a minute until the dragon exploded into hundreds of little pieces, then reformed and slinked off the game board with droopy wings and its tail between its legs. The rest of Susan’s goblin warriors swept Millicent’s few remaining pieces from the board, then stood still at the end of the turn.

“Here, Harry,” said Susan cheerfully. “It’s your turn.” She passed him the crystal. “Hurry up so I can win, please.”

Millicent’s dragon hadn’t managed to destroy Susan’s unicorn, and she still had several of her goblin warriors left. Harry could put down two more warriors with his turn, which would give him five pieces to Susan’s four. But with one of those pieces being a war-unicorn – even if it was slightly damaged – Harry didn’t think he’d stand a chance.

Still, he had to try.

“Deploy two more warriors and then swarm the war-unicorn,” he commanded. “If I’m going down, I’m going down fighting!”

Two more goblin warriors marched onto the game board from his discard pile and as a unit Harry’s remaining pieces charged Susan’s war-unicorn. It gave a valiant defence – and took out Harry’s engineer and two of his warriors as it did so – but eventually fell, smashed into pieces by his warriors’ tiny hammers. Their allotted movements used up, Harry’s warriors went still.

“Tough luck,” said Ernie. “She’ll win now, she has too many pieces left.”

“She might be unlucky,” said Millicent. “Maybe she used up the last of her luck on my dragon.”

“That was strategy,” protested Susan.

Harry handed the crystal over to Susan, who took it and didn’t hesitate to take her turn.

“Deploy another warrior and then kill Harry’s goblins,” she ordered.

Susan’s goblin platoon advanced on Harry’s remaining units, his wall already having been taken down in Millicent’s failed attack. It took less than a minute for her forces to utterly destroy Harry’s last units, and the central crystal glowed with the colours of Susan’s Tribe. Smoky letters appeared above it.


  Ironblood wins! Long live Ironblood Tribe! 



  Play again?


“I thought you didn’t want to play,” said Millicent sourly. “Because it’s a boys’ game. And then you ended up winning.”

“I never said that I didn’t know how to play,” said Susan. “You just assumed. Dad taught my little brother and he kept winning whenever we played together. And we had to play together a lot because it’s one of the only games he likes. So my aunt Amelia taught me the right strategies. She’s the Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, so she’s good at strategy and things like that. We play together when she comes ‘round.” Susan took a look at her watch. “Oh, bother. It’s too late to play Oraclue! This is why I didn’t want to play, it takes ages for someone to win!”

“I’ve always wanted a brother or sister,” said Justin wistfully. “It’s just me at home. I have an uncle and some cousins, though I daresay that’s rather different than a brother. But my uncle does work in government too, the Muggle sort, you know.”

“Mum’s pregnant,” said Millicent, “so I’ll get to find out if I like having a brother or sister soon. Hopefully before Christmas so I can meet the new baby before summer!”

“You’ll have to bring back pictures!” said Tracey. “Babies are so cute!”

Harry didn’t necessarily agree that babies were cute – from his admittedly rather limited experience, they cried a lot and smelled like poo. But he supposed they did look better in photographs. He wondered if his parents would have had any other children if – well, if they hadn’t been murdered by an insane racist wizard. Harry did have Dudley – and they’d been raised together since they were only just over a year old, so it was practically the same thing as having a brother – but he still felt as if having a brother or a sister, someone he could have looked at and seen himself in, would have been different, perhaps ineffably so. Even better if they’d been magical, too.

But he would never know.

“I’ve just got a cousin—only one. My uncle doesn’t work for the government though, he just sells drills,” said Harry in what he hoped was a light-hearted tone of voice.

“What’s a drill?” asked Ernie.

Of all the questions Harry was expecting, that wasn’t on the list. Of course, he should have realised that the most interesting bit to a pureblood wizard wouldn’t be Harry’s muggle cousin, or even his aunt or uncle, but instead drills.

“You use them to make holes in walls and pieces of wood and stuff like that,” said Harry. He shook his head and grinned. Since becoming a wizard he’d found himself explaining all sorts of mundane things to interested onlookers.

“I’ve never met my cousins,” Susan said quietly, “but I’ve heard all about them. They died in the war, you see, and their parents did, too,” she explained. “I don’t mind talking about them. Aunt Amelia says it’s—she says it’s important to keep their memory alive, even if I’ve never met them.”

“Quite right,” said Ernie. “That’s what Dad always says, too. His brother—my uncle—died in the Hogsmeade Massacre. Left a family behind. We light a candle on Remembrance Day for him. I wish I could have known him though—he played Chaser for the Montrose Magpies, you know.”

“I should have had an older brother,” said Tracey. “But he died in the war—Mam was hurt in the Diagon Alley attack—you know, that big one near the end of the war? And she lost the baby. They don’t talk about it much but Nan said I should know before…”

Everyone nodded. It seemed like they all had some sort of story, some shared experience, of the war that went almost without saying. Harry supposed he had that, too, only his was written about history books and discussed in whispers whenever he entered a room.

He didn’t know what to say. His parents had died in the war, but everyone already knew that – even people he’d never met and would never meet. What could he say? He’d never met his parents, and nobody in Slytherin ever mentioned the war if they could help it, so it wasn’t as if he’d had any practise talking about it. Even Tracey and Millicent looked a bit awkward, although Tracey hadn’t said much and Millicent nothing at all. He even had the spectre of Sirius Black, Voldemort’s right-hand man and the man who had betrayed his parents, looming over him, newly escaped from prison and looking to cause havoc.

Harry sat there in silence, mulling over events years past, a churning, roiling sensation in his stomach. He wished… He wished a lot of things, chief among them that Voldemort had never existed, but knew none of them would ever come true.

“That war was a rather big deal, wasn’t it?” said Justin after a few moments of silence. “I knew it was serious—it’s a war and all—but it always seemed like something that was done and gone, you know? But it isn’t, is it? When McGonagall turned up and explained everything, she made it sound as if it was all over, done and dusted, just a footnote for history boffins. Barely mentioned it at all, really. But it’s still here—even… well.” He glanced at Harry quickly.

“I didn’t get it when I read about it, you know,” Justin continued. “How could a baby stop a war? Preposterous. But everyone here has a story about the fighting even though we were all too young to remember it, and most of them end with something like, ‘Thank Merlin for Harry Potter’. It’s a lot to put on a chap, I’ll tell you that for free. I think they forget sometimes that it wasn’t all roses for you, Harry. The ‘Boy-Who-Lived’, because everyone else died. I’m happy to be here, wouldn’t change it for the world, but I’m not happy how it all came about.”

There was silence for an agonisingly long length of time until Harry felt like he should say something.

“Er, thanks, Justin,” said Harry. No one had ever said anything like that to him before – thank you, yes, and even before he’d known about magic or Voldemort that had happened, but never an understanding that what was an unquestionably good event for most wizards was the end of Harry’s whole world, and the beginning of a life that should never have been. “I mean it.”

“We should go get ready for lunch,” said Millicent, looking at her watch.

“That last game did go on a bit, didn’t it?” said Ernie. “Well, we should get going as well. See you tomorrow in Charms?”

“Yeah—yeah, of course,” said Harry. “See you all later.”

“It was lovely to properly meet you both,” said Tracey. “Let’s do this again! And soon!”

After saying their goodbyes the Hufflepuffs and Slytherins parted ways and went back to their own Common Rooms to get ready for lunch. Harry was quieter than normal as they made their way back, his head full of thoughts about what the others had shared. Nobody had exactly his story – that much had been made quite clear by almost everyone since he entered this strange new world – but he wasn’t completely unique in every way, just one in particular.

It made him very glad that Voldemort had died, even if it was just so that nobody else would ever have to go through anything like that again.

*

Lessons resumed on the Tuesday, although there was no sign at all of Granger returning from the hospital over the rest of the week. Aside from lingering whispers about Sirius Black, the attack on the school – and even Granger’s injury – had largely been forgotten by the school and its denizens in favour of more quotidian concerns.

Harry picked at his breakfast the next Saturday morning distractedly. Today he would witness his first ever real Quidditch game, and although he wasn’t going to play it in himself, he felt nervous for the team. He’d sat in on all their practises so far, after all, so he felt personally invested in the team’s success—or failure. And next year, despite Draco’s own ambitions, Harry would be playing, and he wanted to start playing for a decent team.

Theodore nudged Harry gently.

“Look over there,” he said. “Granger just got back.”

Harry looked up from his breakfast and glanced towards the doors from the Entrance Hall. Hermione Granger, looking a bit tired and dishevelled but otherwise quite well, walked through the doors into the Great Hall accompanied by Professor McGonagall. Silence crept through the Great Hall for a few moments until it slowly erupted into exaggerated whispers and eventually, much louder talking. Although not everyone was talking about Granger, as many were arguing about the upcoming Gryffindor-Slytherin Quidditch match and some were as always gossiping about Sirius Black, some were, which Harry knew because he could hear them.

“Maybe she’ll settle down a bit more, uppity little snit,” sniggered Pansy from across the table.

“At least it wasn’t one of ours,” said Victoria Runcorn.

Most of the older students were uninterested in Granger’s sudden return to school, especially the Quidditch boys, who had broken out into a pre-game set of chants and grunts.

“Who’s gonna win? SLYTHERIN!”

“Lions gonna lose!”

“Who’s gonna win? SLYTHERIN!”


  “HISSSSSSS!”


Pregame hype session finished with, the Slytherin Quidditch team and their hangers on left the Great Hall to a chorus of applause and cheers from the Slytherins, and boos from the Gryffindors.

“She looks alright, doesn’t she?” said Harry after the Quidditch boys had left. “I was expecting—well, you know, trolls, and it’s been nearly a week…”

“St Mungo’s is really good,” said Theodore. He shrugged. “I’m more surprised it took until today to fix her up, but maybe they kept her in just to make sure… I do wonder what she had to have done, though.” Theodore craned his neck out to have a better look, then gave up when it didn’t improve his view.

“Come on! Eat up, Harry,” said Tracey. “We’ll have to go soon if you want good seats, and I know you’re excited for the first game of the season! So let’s go!”

Harry grinned and nodded, and forced a few more bites of his breakfast down. Once everyone had finished breakfast and was ready to go, Harry and his friends headed out of the Great Hall with the rest of the Slytherins to watch the Quidditch match.

After the fiasco at Hallowe’en, and the rumoured infiltration of the castle by Sirius Black, even more Aurors had been posted at key points all over the grounds. Harry thought most of the Aurors in the entire country were now posted at Hogwarts and in Hogsmeade. As well as the two Aurors guarding the main entrance to the castle, Aurors stood in twos along the path to the Quidditch stadium, and a number of them had been posted and seeded throughout the stands.

As an extra safety precaution, another Auror had been posted at the Entrance Hall doors with an array of Dark detection artefacts and scanned each of the students and members of staff as they left the castle. Dumbledore had told the school that most of the Aurors would be attending the match in order to protect the students, so Harry felt safe enough sat in the stands – and with so many people there, even if Black was mad enough to attack, it would take him ages to actually find Harry.

Despite Tracey’s insistence that the first years get to the Quidditch stadium quickly so that they could get good seats, it appeared that all the first years were relegated to the worst seats on offer anyway – the older students didn’t want to sit in them either, and shooed away any first years with the temerity to attempt to sit somewhere nice. Harry and his friends squeezed in as far away from some of the teachers as they could get without infringing on the upper years’ invisible wall of personal space that they enforced quite zealously.

The match got off to a great start, with one of the Gryffindor boys commentating, accompanied by stern remonstrations from Professor McGonagall whenever he said anything particularly off-colour. Harry tried to identify the various different plays used by each of the teams, based on what he had been taught already by Flint, but it was difficult because none of them quite matched up to what he had learned.  Still, he could manage to recognise some of them, and he pointed them out happily to Theodore and Tracey whenever he did so.

“See, that one’s the Backwards Reverse Takahashi Roll,” Harry said, although he didn’t think anyone was really listening, “but Pucey didn’t do it properly, so it’s more like a Takahashi Slide…”

“The Weasleys just did a… well I forgot what it’s called but it’s a special Beater technique, I think it’s a something Bash?” Harry pointed out to a disinterested Tracey and Theodore. “You’re supposed to use those whenever the opposing Seeker is going for the Snitch, and they did it really well to be fair to them.”

When the Slytherin team scored its first goal Harry forgot which technique the Chasers had used and instead cheered along with everyone else.

“And Slytherin scores!” shouted the Gryffindor commentator – something Jordan, Harry thought he was called. “Bunch of bloody cheaters—sorry, Professor!”

The Slytherins in the crowd booed, Harry included, but the game quickly moved on. Neither Seeker appeared to have seen the Snitch yet, although Harry thought he saw it – briefly – lurking near the Gryffindor goalposts. It wasn’t so odd for neither Seeker to have seen the Snitch yet as Snitches were known to be temperamental and some Quidditch matches lasted weeks on end, though not usually the Hogwarts Quidditch matches. Harry idly wondered if they had specially enchanted Snitches to keep matches running over a certain length, but he lost the thought when the Gryffindors scored a goal and the crowd cheered.

“I wonder where Professor Snape is,” said Tracey in between one of Harry’s explanations of the techniques used by the players. “Oh, and Professor Quirrell! I think they’re the only teachers not here today.”

“What about that one who lives in the tower, you know, the mad Divination professor?” asked Theodore. “I don’t see her here. Her apprentice is though – he’s over there with Miss Root.”

“But she never goes to anything, not even dinner,” said Tracey. “So she doesn’t count. Look, Mr Shafiq is here all on his own! I wonder why he’s not sitting with anyone.”

Harry shook his head. His friends were missing the match to talk about where the teachers were, and what they were doing, of all the possible things! Who cared where Professor Snape was? Or Professor Quirrell – it was probably something utterly revolting, or terminally boring, respectively. And the absence of two teachers would surely be more than balanced out by the presence of a whole bunch of Aurors in the event anything bad happened, so Harry felt like it didn’t matter.

“Look! There’s the Snitch! See it?” said Harry excitedly. “Just there, at the edge of the stands!”

By the time his friends managed to look for it, the Snitch was already gone.

“Oh, you missed it!”

“It’s a good job we’re not the Seekers,” said Blaise drily.

The Slytherin Chasers launched another successful offensive and scored a second goal. With the ball back in play, the Slytherin team continued to dominate the game, scoring another three goals in quick succession.

“The Gryffindors are looking to end the game, see,” said Harry, pointing to the Gryffindor Seeker, “but their Seeker isn’t very good, so they probably won’t catch the Snitch.”

“Who’ve they got playing, anyway? It’s a new one this year, isn’t it?” asked Blaise.

Harry shrugged.

“Dunno. Flint said he’s a second year, so must be new. Darvey? Jarvis? Jones? I can’t remember,” he replied. “Higgs is better, anyway, and Higgs is the weakest player on our team, so…”

“A fantastic block by Weasley—er, George, not Fred—and a beautiful pass from Johnson to Spinnet—and that’s a goal! Yes! Take that, you Slytherin ba—” shouted the commentator.

“Mr Jordan!” shouted Professor McGonagall into the microphone. “That’s quite enough!”

After Jordan’s outburst Professor McGonagall took over the commentary, but ended up getting quite annoyed herself as the Slytherin team scored another seven goals to Gryffindor’s single success.

The Slytherin section of the stands grew louder and more boisterous with every successive goal, although the boos from the Gryffindors came quite close to the level of noise.

Harry glimpsed a snatch of gold near the edge of the Gryffindor goals, and quite close to where both Higgs and the Gryffindor Seeker were circling each other.

Neither of them noticed it.

“I can’t believe they’re missing it!” he shouted. “It’s right there! If we end the game now, we’re twelve to one!”

Then, after what seemed to Harry like an entire lifetime, Higgs looked up, and shot off in pursuit of the tiny little golden ball.

“Mr Higgs veers off in pursuit of the Snitch,” said Professor McGonagall, her tone resigned and nearly flat as if she knew how it would end, “followed closely by young Mr Dovey. Mr Dovey is brand-new this year, a promising young player but still new to the game, and yet he’s close on the tail of Mr Higgs.”

Harry knew that Higgs had a quite nice and modern broom, but not the best. An earlier Nimbus, perhaps, and it looked like Dovey had a pretty good broom too, as he managed to keep pace with Higgs during the chase.

“I reckon it’s going to come down to skill,” said Harry. “Yeah—look! Look! Higgs is about to grab the Snitch!”

Higgs just about managed to edge past Dovey to catch the Snitch to a roaring applause from the Slytherins in the stands.

“Mr Higgs catches the Snitch, and Slytherin wins the match,” said Professor McGonagall eventually, with rather less enthusiasm than she had started her commentary. “At 270 points to 10, the Slytherin House team wins the first match of the season against Gryffindor.”

“That was brilliant!” said Harry breathlessly. “I mean, Higgs made loads of mistakes, and I bet Flint will really go at him in the changing rooms, but—I can’t wait to play myself!”

“Glad you enjoyed,” said Blaise. “Me, I’m looking forward to the after party in the Common Room! Come on, let’s get back.”

Harry and the others joined the mass of students exiting the stands on the way back to the Common Room, and even joined in with the victory chants started by the older students as they marched along the pathway to the castle, watched over by professors and Aurors both. Harry felt buoyed by his first match, and resolved to get good enough to win a place on the team.
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    Chapter 10 – Lonely at Christmas
In the run up to Christmas the professors all seemed to have got together to discuss piling mountains of work onto their first years, as every class seemed to give more and more work each week. Despite that, Harry felt quite good about his studies as they had finally progressed to casting real magic in all their wand-based classes. The rift in Viper group caused by Draco’s nasty comments about Granger was not so much forgotten as it was put on hold as the first years had to deal with everything else, although it did still leave a nasty taste in Harry’s mouth whenever he had to deal with Draco one on one.

Near to the end of November the buzz about the Slytherin Common Room amongst the first years centred nearly completely on Christmas, and more specifically, what presents everyone was going to get for everyone else.

The girls, in particular, were proving to be a difficult nut to crack for Harry and the boys in his group of friends.

“What do you think I should get Pansy?” asked Theodore to the group of boys as they sat in a secluded corner of the Common Room to do their homework together. “I don’t want anything that comes on too strong but I have to get her something…”

Harry looked up from his homework, interested in the answer, since he had been told he needed to get the girls in his class a present, but had no idea what. Some of them were easy – Daphne liked pretty hair clips, Millicent liked comic books, and Tracey liked fancy quills – but Harry mostly only knew the things Pansy didn’t like.

“I asked my Mum to get presents for all the girls,” admitted Blaise. “Who even knows what Pansy likes? Does she even like anything? Draco?”

Draco shrugged. He didn’t seem to particularly care and was picking at something on his robes.

“My mother is going to get something for the girls,” Draco said. “It’ll probably be some sort of bath potion, or perfume, something like that. Some will be at Mother’s party, so they’ll get a party favour as well.”

Harry sighed. He didn’t have a mother to ask, and he doubted his aunt Petunia would be in any way helpful on this issue. She would be great at finding thoughtful gifts for Muggle girls, since she did it for the girls in his class at Muggle school on birthdays and whatnot, but he didn’t think any of the Slytherin girls would appreciate something Muggle and he didn’t think his aunt could cope with picking out something magical. Not to mention that Harry still didn’t know what sorts of this witches his age liked to receive as gifts to give his aunt suggestions.

He didn’t even really know what sorts of things there were for witches his age to like in the first place.

Theodore sighed, and sat there frowning at his parchment. Like Harry, he didn’t appear to have liked Blaise or Draco’s answers either.

“You don’t think we have to get presents for everyone in Adder group as well, do you?” asked Blaise suddenly. “I’ve got one for Charlie, but I sit next to him in Foundational Skills…”

“I wasn’t going to,” said Theodore. He had a miserable look on his face, as if this newest obstacle was the thing that pushed Christmas from bearable to utterly abysmal. “Nobody said I’d have to. I don’t talk to them much anyway… Harry?”

“Me neither,” said Harry. “I’ve got something for Ernie—Macmillan—though. Nobody else.”

To tell the truth, Harry initially hadn’t considered that he would have to get half as many people presents as he was now going to. He’d planned on something small for Tracey, Ernie, and Theodore, and maybe something for Blaise and Daphne. He had been dismayed to find that the consensus amongst the first years was that everyone in Viper group should get something. 

It gave Harry a bit of a headache thinking about it. At least he knew about owl order, so he didn’t have to go anywhere to buy anything.

“Oh, thank God!” said Blaise. “This Christmas business is too stressful.”

The other boys all agreed, and went back to doing their homework. With any luck, this would be the last lot of homework before the Christmas holidays started, so everyone wanted to get it over and done with. Usually all the people in Viper group would do their work together, but with Christmas looming they’d split into boys and girls so they could keep at least some things secret from each other.

Harry thought that made things even harder, since at least if they had some of the girls with them, they would know what the other girls wanted. In theory. He sighed.

About an hour later Professor Snape entered the Common Room to pin a long piece of parchment on the wall next to one of the fireplaces. He left after giving a curt explanation that those who wished to stay at Hogwarts over the holidays should sign it, although from what Harry could tell, not many people were planning to.

No one signed the parchment, at least.

“Are you going home for Christmas?” asked Theodore later on, when the boys had put their homework away and were sat together playing games and chatting.

Harry shrugged.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never missed a Christmas before, but… well, my aunt—Dudley’s aunt, she’s not even my real aunt—Marge will be there with her dogs, and they hate me, and I won’t even be able to do any magic or even mention Hogwarts around her because she’s not allowed to know. And obviously, with Sirius Black about, it might be safer for them and me if I stayed here.” Harry lowered his voice. “They posted Aurors in the summer, even. I don’t know if my aunt or uncle noticed them but I know they didn’t like the idea of it.”

“That’s rough,” Theodore said. “I can’t even imagine what it would be like to have to pretend not to be a wizard, honestly.”

“I suppose I managed before I knew I was a wizard, but not knowing seems different from pretending I’m not, so…” Harry shrugged. “So I’m thinking I might stay, at least that way I’ll have the library for my homework and I can practise my spells…”

Theodore went back to doing his reading while Harry tinkered with his charmable Snitch. He’d managed to put together some of the inner parts, but the charms required for the outer casing were proving slightly beyond him.

“D’you reckon anyone else from our year would be staying?” Harry asked Theodore a little while later.

Theodore shrugged.

“Dunno. Maybe Ranvir? I don’t think his family does Christmas but maybe he’s going home anyway. I’m not too fussed about going home, but it’s just me and Dad there and it would be the first Christmas on his own since…”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Harry. “Thanks anyway. I don’t have to decide until next week or the week after, right? So I have time to think about it.”

“Want to play a game of Snap?” asked Theodore, holding up his pack of cards.

“Okay, yeah,” said Harry, the question of whether or not to stay at Hogwarts over Christmas half-forgotten.

*

Over the next couple of weeks Harry decided not to go home to Number Four for Christmas. He didn’t want to have to deal with Aunt Marge and her dogs, especially not Ripper, and he certainly didn’t want to pretend not to be a wizard over the entire holiday, on top of spending the whole time worrying about mad murderous wizards hiding around every corner. He did feel quite bad that he wouldn’t be able to see any of his Muggle friends, but staying at Hogwarts seemed like the right choice to make for a number of reasons.

It took Harry three attempts to write the letter home explaining that he wouldn’t be attending Christmas, but in the end he was quite happy with how it turned out. He felt slightly guilty that he hadn’t sent any letters home already, but Harry didn’t think his aunt or uncle had expected or particularly desired any to begin with. Even Dudley barely kept in contact during the school year, and they had telephones at Smeltings.


  Dear Aunt Petunia, Uncle Vernon, and Dudley



  Happy Christmas! I’m just writing to tell you that I’m very sorry but I won’t be home for Christmas this year. I think it would be safer for us all if I stayed at school over Christmas. I’ve got a lot of work to do anyway and I can go to the library here as well, so that will be a real help. I’ve told Agrippa to deliver this letter at night time and into one of the garden windows, so at least the neighbours won’t see an owl coming around with letters!


I thought I should let you know that I’ve settled in well and that all my classes are going fine. They’ve got us learning Latin! They make you do Latin at Smeltings, too, don’t they? So that’s one class we’ve got in common, Dudley! Although I don’t suppose the other ones are anything similar at all…


  They give us Houses and I was Sorted into one called Slytherin. I’m quite happy about everything, so there’s no need to worry about anything like that. I’ve even made new friends.



  We’ve have a few sightings of Sirius Black but there are Aurors at the school just like Flitwick said there would be so I feel quite safe here, and there are loads of charms and spells on the school anyway.



  Please say hello and happy Christmas to Aunt Marge for me!



  Happy Christmas,



  Harry


Satisfied that he had covered everything that needed to be said, Harry made his way to the Owlery and attached his letter to Agrippa’s leg.

“Take this home to Aunt Petunia, and try to deliver it to the back garden windows at night, if you can,” he said. “Thanks, Agrippa.”

The handsome owl nibbled at Harry’s finger and flew off into the night, leaving Harry alone with dozens and dozens of owls. As he left the Owlery he noticed a lone rat making its escape from the death-trap that was a tower filled with owls. He wondered briefly if it was someone’s pet, or if maybe Draco was right about Hogwarts’s diminished state and he should be worried about how clean the castle was moving forward if the rats were so bold as to frequent the Owlery. In the end Harry brushed the thought away as he made his way back to the Slytherin Common Room feeling good about his decision to stay at the castle.

It would be a bit strange not waking up on Christmas morning – always incredibly early, because Dudley could never sleep past four in the morning at Christmas – and having to avoid Ripper while opening presents under the tree, but he would instead be at Hogwarts where there would be a Christmas feast and he would have the dorms to himself. That would be an interesting and novel experience, and Petunia did always say it was good to try new things. Of course, that was usually when Dudley was refusing to visit a museum or other cultural activity she’d planned, but Harry thought the concept applicable to his situation too.

Once back at the Common Room Harry slipped in between Theodore and Tracey and eased himself into the conversation. Everybody seemed to know by now that Harry was going to stay at Hogwarts over the holiday, although he had only told Theodore and Tracey and nobody ever mentioned it around Harry. Still, the whole group managed to have a lovely last night of term before the holidays, and Harry went to bed happy and content.

The next morning Harry awoke to a frenzied buzz of activity as the other boys in his dormitory raced to get their things packed to go home. The only one – other than Harry – who seemed totally at ease was Blaise, who lounged on his four poster bed looking out at the all the commotion with a wide grin.

“I don’t know why they’re bothering to pack most of this stuff,” he said to Harry as Draco and Theodore argued over whose copy of 1000 Magical Herbs and Fungi they had found between their beds. “We’ll be coming back after the holidays; why don’t they just leave most of it here?”

Harry shrugged.

“I need to rotate my wardrobe,” said Draco after conceding the book to Theodore. “You know, take home all my socks and pants and robes and bring back different ones.” He paused. “Well, maybe the two of you don’t know.”

“I’m just taking home the books I need for homework and some other stuff I don’t need anymore,” said Blaise. “I’m leaving everything else here. Anyway, Harry, while this lot runs around like madmen d’you want to play Snap?”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry. He switched beds to sit on Blaise’s, and the two of them played a few rounds of cards.

“You’re going to Italy for Christmas, right?” asked Harry. “What’s it like there? I’ve never been.”

“It’s really hot in the summer,” he said, “But at Christmas it’s not so bad—some places it even snows.  We always stay with my great-grandfather at the winter palazzo, with all my great-uncles and uncles and cousins. It gets busy. We always go snow-flying on Christmas Day, which is nice.”

Before Harry could reply, the stack of cards exploded just as he put his next card down.

“Oh, you win,” he said. “Again?”

Blaise nodded and reached for the reformed cards to deal them again.

“My cousins all like to speak Italian really fast whenever I’m there,” continued Blaise, “and I spend most of the year speaking English so it’s hard to understand them sometimes.”

“My cousin can be a bit like that as well,” said Harry, commiserating. “Er, not with Italian, but you know what I mean.”

Vince stumbled into the dormitory carrying his cat’s toys. He dumped them onto his bed, and then turned to look at the rest of the boys.

“Has anyone seen my cat?” he asked. “I haven’t seen him since breakfast yesterday.”

“I saw Daphne playing with him last night,” said Theodore. “She might know.”

“Thanks, mate,” said Vince. “I’ll have to ask one of the girls to go find Daphne in her dorm…” The large boy sighed dramatically and trudged back out through the dormitory door to find his lost cat.

“I can’t find my dragon socks!” whined Draco. “Are you sure none of you took them by mistake?”

Blaise rolled his eyes.

“As if anyone could ever mistake those socks as belonging to anyone other than you,” Blaise said. “Anyway, I’m sure they’re hanging around somewhere, Draco,” he said. “Snap!”

The cards exploded.

Draco grunted and stormed off into the bathroom in search of his socks. As soon as the door closed behind him, Blaise sniggered and whispered something to Harry.

“They’re tied up hanging over his bed,” he said. “I put them there just before breakfast, because he’s been a right little snit lately.”

Harry glanced over at Draco’s bed where, sure enough, his pair of socks with animated dragons on them hung from the top frame of his four-poster bed.

Draco spent the next half hour looking for his socks while becoming increasingly frustrated that he might be late until finally, Theodore took pity on him and pointed to the socks hanging from the ceiling of his bed. He snatched the garish socks and turned to glare at Blaise.

“That wasn’t very funny, I spent all morning looking for those!”

Blaise shrugged.

“Well, it’s not my fault you never look up.” Blaise gathered up his cards and put them into the pocket of his robes. “It’s nearly time to go, anyway. Harry, come to see us off?”

Harry accompanied the rest of the Slytherins to the grand doors of the Entrance Hall to say goodbye to everyone. He couldn’t go any further, since there was an Auror checking everyone who left the castle with a Dark Detector and he didn’t want to go through all of the palaver twice, but he did go as far as he could. He waited just inside the doors from the Entrance Hall with his friends as they stood in line for Dark Detection.

“See you after the holidays,” he said to Theodore and Tracey. Daphne and Blaise stood a little further away talking to Millicent and one of the boys from Adder group.

“I’ll write to you on Boxing Day!” said Tracey excitedly. “Both of you! Oh, Christmas is so much fun!”

Theodore shrugged.

“I guess. Our elves make a good dinner, at least.”

Never especially exuberant, Harry had noticed that Theodore had become almost withdrawn the closer it came to Christmas. Although the other boy had never said anything specific, Harry had surmised that his mother had died not too long ago, and near enough to Christmas to sour the whole occasion for years going forward. Not knowing what to say or how to approach it, Harry hadn’t said anything, but he did wonder how Theodore would be over Christmas with just his dad at home. He knew from experience that a person could be surrounded by family and still feel totally alone.

“Thank you,” said Theodore after a few moments. “That would be nice. I will see Draco over the holidays—his mother always has a big party on New Year’s Eve, but…”

“We can go through for Dark Detection,” Tracey said. “Come on.”

Harry joined Tracey and Theodore as they went forward for Dark Detection, then stood back just inside the door to wave them all off as they moved towards the carriages.

“The carriages are here,” called Daphne. “Tracey, come in mine and Millie’s! The boys can get their own!”

A fleet of horseless carriages made a strange procession up through the grounds towards the Entrance Hall. As the others made their way to get into the nearest carriages, Theodore hung back, seemingly hesitant to go further.

“I’ll write to you as well,” said Harry. “See you after Christmas, mate.”

Theodore nodded slowly.

“See you,” he said, and made his way towards the carriage where Blaise waited with two of the boys from Adder group, leaving Harry alone with the Dark Detection Auror and a handful of other students seeing off their friends. He waved one last goodbye as the carriages drew away from the castle, then returned to the Common Room on his own.

*

Over the next couple of days Harry found that the Slytherin House — and even the rest of Hogwarts – wasn’t quite as empty as he would have assumed. Although Harry was the only first year staying over the Christmas period, a handful of second years and a fair few third years were too, as well as quite a few more of the fifth years. Most of the third years who had stayed wanted to keep working ahead of their OWLs, and a large number of the fifth years had stayed to keep working towards their NEWTs – even people like Marcus Flint who Harry wouldn’t have thought would be interested in more work over a holiday period.

“Snape thinks I’ll fail Charms,” was all Flint had said when Harry had asked.

But the older students didn’t want a first year hanging around while they revised – even though Harry knew some of them were just messing around – and the younger students already had friends to hang around with, so Harry found himself shooed away and alone more often than not.

Although some other first years had stayed over the holidays, the only one Harry had classes with was Ron Weasley, who seemed almost as put off by the thought of spending time with Harry as Harry was at spending time with Weasley, so both appeared to be avoiding the other. Although as far as Harry could tell Weasley was spending most of his holiday searching the castle for his elderly pet rat, so it wouldn’t have been much of a loss had Harry wanted to hang out with him anyway. Looking for rats in dusty alcoves wasn’t quite how he wanted to spend his Christmas holiday.

With more free time than he quite knew what to do with, Harry set about getting some of the things done that couldn’t really be accomplished with a full castle. He spent a while putting together and casting some of the simpler spells on his charmable Snitch, managed to get the outer casing and wings connected properly, but once he reached the more difficult steps required to give it life, he put it aside for when he’d got better at charms – perhaps at the end of the year after exams.

So with his newfound freedom Harry set about exploring the bits of the castle that he hadn’t had much chance to look at throughout the year.

He stayed well away from anything that looked like it might be a secret passage, mindful of Dumbledore’s – and later Gemma’s – warnings about danger in the castle, but Hogwarts castle was old and deceptively large with whole sections that no one seemed to use anymore, so if Harry wanted to explore, he had to investigate places that might have been secret passages. He tried to avoid the more dubious-looking spaces anyway.

Harry did also have to make some special effort to avoid the two Weasley twins, who had a well-deserved reputation amongst the Slytherins and seemed to be everywhere in the castle at any given time, but Harry eventually found himself exploring a disused section of the castle adjacent to the history department.

An old, narrow door that looked almost like the wooden panels lining the walls near the end of the history corridor led, to Harry’s surprise, not to a disused classroom but to a whole other corridor lined with quiet and sluggish portraits, and ageing tapestries whose animation charms had mostly faded.

The long hallway had no windows, and the only light came from candles which flickered slowly into light as Harry walked past them. The hallway had no doors that Harry could see, except one at the very end of the long, narrow space – another door semi-disguised as a part of the panelling. A few of the portraits woke up as Harry passed them by, and started to chatter in various languages Harry didn’t understand.

“Is this an art gallery?” Harry wondered aloud. He supposed such a thing wouldn’t be entirely out of place at Hogwarts, which had all sorts of strange things, and an art gallery wasn’t such an odd thing to find in a castle. He moved closer to one of the paintings to take a better look at the plaque on its frame.

“‘Goblins advance on Chester, by Francois Bullingdon’,” Harry read from the plaque. The figures in the painting moved but didn’t make any sound. Although the paint had faded somewhat, Harry could see a goblin army rendered in earthy colours advancing on a medieval-looking town filled with burning buildings.

Harry took a step backwards to look at the section of the wall. All of the paintings along it seemed to show various different scenarios from a series of battles during a goblin rebellion. Harry walked further along the gallery and stopped at a particularly grisly painting depicting the beheading of a man by an especially sinister-looking goblin. Once the man’s head rolled off-canvas, the painting looped back around to show the beheading again and again in all its grisly glory.

“‘The Beheading of Caractacus Burke, by Aloysius Wandwright’,” Harry read. “Charming.”

Harry moved away from the depressing section of wall about goblin rebellions to look at a different set of paintings. Further down the hallway the paintings seemed to depict the Norman invasion of England, parts of which Harry recognised from his Muggle primary school – although his school textbooks had never shown wizards marching at the head of William the Conqueror’s armies.

Vernon – never one to read if he didn’t have to – had several books on the Norman Conquest which he had even actually read, so Harry wondered what he would think about the real story behind it. He took a closer look at the set of paintings on the Conquest and their plaques and tried to remember the gist of it so that he could tell Vernon at a later date, then moved on.

“‘Convention of the First Wizards’ Council, by Euronwy ap Gwilym’,” Harry read from a plaque underneath a particularly large painting half-way down the corridor. The painting showed a dozen or so wizards and witches – none of whom wore the robes Harry had grown accustomed to – gathered around a stone table, all waiting to sign a piece of parchment.

Harry walked to the end of the gallery, stopping momentarily at each painting to read its title and adjacent plaque to get a better understanding of what the room was all about. Each section of wall appeared to show a different part of the history of the islands, including the goblin rebellions, the Norman Conquest, and even the extermination of the druids at Ynys Môn. The final painting – a wide landscape framed by a dulled gold frame – depicted the erection of Hogwarts castle by the Founders.

The castle in the painting looked wildly different from the castle in which Harry stood, with many of its features rendered in wood rather than the more familiar stone, but he thought that he could recognise some of the features of the modern castle, such as the Entrance Hall.

“F-few people ever find this g-gallery these days, Mr P-potter,” said someone from behind Harry. Harry nearly jumped right out of his skin at the unexpected intrusion. Especially since it had been from Quirrell. 

“Professor Quirrell!” said Harry. He turned to look at the young, but very strange, professor and felt a sharp tingle in his scar. “Sorry, I didn’t realise you were there…”

“Do you perhaps have an interest in history, Mr Potter?” asked Quirrell after a few moments of silence during which time he stared right at Harry, unblinking. “It would be f-fitting, given your p-place in it.”

“It’s not my favourite class,” said Harry. “I was just exploring the castle and I found this door…”

“The rooms adjoining this gallery are all quite interesting, if you have an interest in natural history,” continued Quirrell. “And each one is q-quite safe. There is a whole d-dragon skeleton, I believe. As well as a stuffed karkadann.” Quirrell paused. “Tell me, you wouldn’t be planning to search for s-secret passages and f-forgotten things, would you?” Quirrell leaned forward and peered closely at Harry, his eyes lingering over Harry’s scar for an awfully long time.

“Er, no—Dum—Professor Dumbledore said it wasn’t safe, and there’s other places I wanted to go anyway…” said Harry. “I only found this accidentally…” He broke eye contact with the odd professor. Truthfully, Harry did wonder where exactly these new and unexpected passageways could lead – what Slytherin could be satisfied knowing about a secret without knowing the secret itself, after all? – but more or less everyone whose opinion Harry valued thought actively looking for these things during the current situation with Sirius Black would be more dangerous than the secret was worth. What if Black was hiding in one?

And everyone said Hogwarts had plenty of other secrets to be getting on with anyway, so Harry resolved to find those instead. This new gallery looked to be a good enough start, depending on what he found beyond the door at its end. But that would have to wait until another day, since he felt increasingly uneasy spending time around Professor Quirrell and wanted to find any excuse to leave.

“I should go do my homework,” Harry said. “Thanks for the tip about the other rooms, Professor—I’ll have to take a look another day! See you in class.” Harry didn’t wait for the odd professor to say goodbye, and just left the narrow gallery as quickly as possible.

Over the next few days in the run up to Christmas Harry attempted to avoid any more interactions with Professor Quirrell, and stuck to parts of the castle he knew better like the library and parts of the dungeons. He kept hearing things in the lower levels of the dungeons, anyway, and thought there might be hidden portraits or talking statues there that he wanted to look for. Something about Professor Quirrell felt off to him – more than his stuttering and those moments when he stared off as if listening for something that nobody else could hear – and Harry didn’t want to be alone with him any longer than was necessary.

In any case Harry had a lot of homework to be getting on with, and a lot of time to fill and nobody to fill it with, so he felt as if the time he spent in the library was actually to his own benefit.

Over the past few months Harry had noticed rather a lot of little references, furtive looks, and aborted statements from his classmates and the upper year Slytherins that had all gone unexplained. He hadn’t asked, to be fair, but just asking seemed like a bad idea. They were all things people were expected to just know, and of course Harry didn’t.

Harry knew, too, that there was quite a lot of history and context that everyone else understood, most of which Harry had no clue about to even wonder at. So he set about searching for more information, first of all about Voldemort and his war in general, and about Sirius Black specifically, and if he could manage to find it, something in the area of pureblood family histories.

Harry spent more time than he would have wanted searching through the history section in the library until he realised it was pointless because almost none of the books contained the information he wanted to know, and when one did, it was still far too vague or academic in nature. What Harry wanted was something closer to the source – interviews, or news articles, or something along those lines. In the end he went to ask Madam Pince for help, which he was loath to do given her usual attitude to students in the library.

Instead, he found she was more than happy to direct him where he wanted.

“Madam Pince? I was looking for some information about the, erm, the Blood War? I found the history books in the history section but I was looking for something… well, something like interviews and news articles and things like that, but I can’t find where they are…”

“Ah, interested in the primary sources? Well, I can’t say I blame you; most of the work on the period has been lacking.” Madam Pince looked over her little glasses at him. “Well, come with me. We keep the old editions and interview transcripts and things of that nature in a special archive. You won’t have needed it yet, of course.”

Madam Pince rose from her desk and beckoned at Harry to follow her. He followed her through parts of the library he’d never visited before, nodding and making appropriate noises as the librarian offered directions and explanations of the various bits they passed, until she reached a section of the library that had been divided from the rest by thick red ropes. She stopped and reached inside her robes and pulled out a little card on a necklace, then handed it to Harry.

“You need this to pass through the ropes, Mr Potter,” said the librarian. “You can find newspapers here, from newest to oldest the further back you go. A little way in there’s a stack filled with interview transcripts and the like. I’m sure you can figure it all out. When you’re done, bring the card back to me before you leave the library. I hope I can trust you to be respectful of library rules and of the archive in particular.”

Harry nodded. That was easy enough, and with no one to talk to, he was sure he could manage to be quiet enough for Pince to ignore.

“Yes, Madam Pince. I’ll be careful, and I promise I’ll bring back the card before I go.”

“See that you do, Mr Potter,” said Madam Pince before retreating back to her desk.

Harry slipped the access card over his head and stepped inside the archive after moving the rope divider out of the way. He knew that he wouldn’t find much in the newest editions at the front of the archives, since what he wanted to know about had happened about thirteen years ago. He located a desk which he chose as his base of operations, and left his things there while he went searching.

Harry had heard whisperings about several of his classmates – and the upper years – regarding their families’ involvement in the Blood War, and usually because they were rumoured to be on the wrong side of it. He thought that there would be an abundance of information in the old Daily Prophet newspapers from directly after the war, and with any luck there would be something about why Sirius Black would be particularly interested in Harry. His aunt had said Black was a friend of his parents, and the history books only mentioned his crimes – the killing of twelve Muggles and a wizard – which was useful to know but not exactly what Harry wanted to find out.

It took Harry at least half an hour to locate the newspapers from the weeks after Voldemort’s demise, but what he found was very interesting. He brought back six editions of the Daily Prophet from the week immediately after that Hallowe’en night, and a selection of papers from the Death Eater trials that followed. He spread the papers out over his table and regarded them eagerly.


  ‘Malfoy accused’



  ‘Lestranges caught in Longbottom attack’



  ‘Muggles murdered – Sirius Black to blame’



  ‘Guilty or Nott?’



  ‘Malfoy acquitted!’


He read over the articles about Draco’s father, Lucius, first of all. Credible witnesses placed him at the scene of several different crimes, dressed in full Death Eater regalia – which was the least of the accusations levelled at the Malfoy patriarch. In the end, Lucius Malfoy’s acquittal and defence had hinged on something called the Imperius Curse, which from what Harry had read was some sort of illegal magical mind-control. Some of the witnesses had given evidence to suggest that the Imperius was not to blame for Malfoy’s actions, but it had evidently been insufficient in the eyes of the court for a prosecution. Indeed, the elder Malfoy had been acquitted of all charges and paid compensation after the fact. Despite that, from what Harry had heard around the Common Room and the rest of the school, the accusations had never quite gone away.

Harry wasn’t sure how to feel about the situation. On the one hand, it was known fact that Draco’s father had been present at and participated in several crimes during the Blood War. On the other hand, it was a matter of legal fact that he had been mind-controlled into committing the crimes. The defence did seem to be rather quite solid from what Harry could tell, at least insofar as to be impossible to tell whether it was true or not. Harry decided that he didn’t need to figure out whether Lucius Malfoy had lied or not at precisely that moment, since he now knew enough to understand what was going on around him whenever his friends made certain comments.

Instead, Harry reached for the paper with headlines about Theodore’s father.

Unlike Draco’s father, the elder Nott had never been formally charged with any kind of wrong-doing. Instead, his name had been given by several convicted Death Eaters during their own trials, although there had never been enough evidence to move forward for a conviction or even a trial. Still, Theodore’s father had had masses of column inches dedicated to his supposed wrong-doings, to which he had never responded publicly. He hadn’t even launched any kind of legal defence, according to the newspapers, and instead seemed to have simply ignored the situation entirely.

Harry moved on to the report about the Longbottoms, who turned out to be Neville Longbottom’s parents. Draco’s aunt – and Sirius Black’s cousin – had been the leading perpetrator of the attack, which rendered the Longbottoms incurably insane. Bellatrix Lestrange had ended up convicted of a rather long list of crimes in addition to being a Death Eater. Her defence – paid for by her sister, Narcissa Malfoy – seemed to be that she had suffered from a bout of the ‘Black madness’ and therefore, was not guilty by reasons of insanity. Thankfully, in Harry’s opinion, the defence had failed. The circumstances surrounding Longbottom’s parents’ attack gave Harry a lot more sympathy for the boy. In a way, they had experienced much the same thing, and had both ended up without their parents around. Reading the reports gave Harry a bit of insight into the ‘family business’ between Draco and Longbottom. It seemed that Draco’s family was deeply embedded in the Blood War, whether – if one took Lucius’s defence at face value – as victims or as perpetrators.

It left a sour taste in Harry’s mouth.

Harry tackled the articles on Sirius Black next, of which there were many. Various different journalists had written reports, columns, and exposés on what had become known as the ‘Black Affair’, and it was an arduous task to wade through them in search of pertinent information. In the end, Harry found information which confirmed his aunt’s words that Black had been close personal friends with Harry’s father, James – to the point that he had even lived with Harry’s wizarding grandparents for several years while at school. Some people blamed Black for betraying Harry’s parents to Voldemort, but that hadn’t what the man had been sent to Azkaban for. Black hadn’t even been convicted of being a Death Eater. The articles all said he’d been sent to prison for murdering twelve Muggles and a wizard the day after Voldemort’s death.

Black was convicted – without trial, which Harry thought strange – of murdering twelve Muggles and a wizard, his friend Peter Pettigrew, soon after Voldemort’s death. Despite the lack of trial, the Ministry had been quick to put about the official story of Black’s arrest and conviction. Pettigrew’s body had never been found, although crime scene wizards had managed to find a single finger. Black had gone to the cells laughing.

There were enough clues scattered through the various transcripts and archived news articles Harry had read for Harry to begin building a theory surrounding Sirius Black and his parents. Black had obviously come from a Dark family, and a family whose ‘madness’ was well-known enough that Narcissa Malfoy had attempted to use it to defend her Death Eater sister. Black had been friends with Harry’s father all throughout school. Close friends, by all accounts, especially to have been present at his parents’ secret wedding – which Black had been, according to Petunia. Black’s relationship with Harry’s parents made him well-placed to betray them on Voldemort’s orders, Harry supposed. The only question was why. Perhaps a bout of the ‘Black madness’, assuming it was real, had persuaded him to defect to Voldemort? Harry mulled it over. Maybe Black had argued with his parents during the latter days of the War, and in a fit of pique had gone over to Voldemort?

“That doesn’t sound right,” muttered Harry. Not for such a petty reason; there had to be something else. There was the matter of the Black madness if such a thing did exist, but even so…

Or had Black’s allegiance maybe been an older thing, a result of being a pureblood from a Dark family? Had he been displeased that Harry’s father had married his mother, and gone to Voldemort to fix the problem?

Harry couldn’t decide.

Still, it was more context than Harry had had before, even if he couldn’t come to a definitive conclusion.

Harry spent several more hours poring over old copies of the Daily Prophet, researching all of the little bits and pieces he’d heard about but which had gone unexplained by his new classmates, and later he even managed to find a much more easily digestible overview of the Death Eaters. When it was time for the library to close, Harry reluctantly put away everything he had chosen to look at and returned his access card to Madam Pince.

Over the next few days Harry returned to the library – and the archives – several times, but eventually just got on with his homework, using the thousands of books in the library wisely, and soon enough it was Christmas.
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On Christmas morning Harry awoke to find a veritable mountain of presents at the foot of his bed. Well, he supposed it was more of a small pile, but it did feel rather like a mountain. Harry shot up from his bed and started looking through his presents. As expected, everyone in Viper group had gotten him something, so he was glad to have returned the favour and ordered each of them something, too.

It would have been rather embarrassing not to have gotten them anything at all. Harry picked up a small package wrapped, quite incongruously amidst the more magical packages at the foot of his bed, in Muggle wrapping paper. The attached note read ‘from Aunt Petunia, Uncle Vernon, and Dudley’ and Harry felt a pang of guilt that he wasn’t back in Privet Drive with the three of them. The guilty feeling lasted only as long as he’d forgotten that Marge was there, too, which wasn’t very long at all. If Harry never had to have another Christmas with Marge Dursley, that would still be too soon. He opened the parcel to find a Christmas jumper, a small book, and a new pair of pyjamas – along with a card containing a short message and a ten pound note.

Not quite the usual array of gifts, but then Harry supposed it wouldn’t be easy to get them sent to Hogwarts, and Christmas wasn’t really about the presents anyway. Even if they were nice.

Harry pulled on the Christmas jumper and then set the other presents aside before moving to inspect the rest of his gifts. Harry started to open the rest of his presents eagerly, stopping occasionally to take a look at the wizarding wrapping paper, which was adorned with all sorts of moving pictures of snowmen and reindeer and all the usual Christmas-themed things. Harry received the next book in the Redwand series from Theodore, and thought that he would really need to remember to owl the other boy to say thanks. He even got a book about famous Slytherins who went on to play professional Quidditch from Tracey. Harry unwrapped a gift from Ernie, which turned out to be a small unmarked box. Curious, Harry opened it up. He grinned when he saw three tickets to one of the World Cup matches during the summer. Most of his gifts ended up being rather less personalised than those, such as – seemingly the entire selection of – Honeydukes’ chocolate from Pansy, or the stack of fancy parchment from Daphne, although Vince surprised him with his gift of an owl care kit, which was unusually thoughtful of the other boy.

After Harry had opened all of the presents from his friends, he found a mid-sized, squishy, parcel without any sort of nametag left over wrapped in non-descript paper. Curious, Harry ripped open the parcel to find some sort of shimmering cloth. He pulled it out of the paper to get a better look at it only to find that it turned whatever was underneath it invisible! As he rolled it out to see just how big it was, Harry realised it was a cloak, identical to many he had seen and even to one that he owned, with the sole difference being it turned things invisible.

Harry rummaged around in the pile of wrapping paper surrounding his feet to see if there had been a note included with the gift. He eventually found a scrap of parchment – unsigned – with a brief message on it.


  ‘Your father left this in my possession before he died. It is time it was returned to you. Use it well.’


With no signature, and handwriting Harry didn’t recognise, Harry had no idea who could have given him such a thing. He knew next to nothing about his parents, except that they were dead and why, with a few other bits and pieces. Harry immediately discounted his aunt having had such a fine – and obviously magical – item waiting for him. Although she’d proven able and willing to keep secrets of that nature, the Cloak had belonged to Harry’s father rather than his mother, so Harry didn’t think his cloak would be passed to Petunia. She probably wouldn’t have written a cryptic note on parchment, either. Harry sat there for a while turning the cloak over and over in his hands, admiring how it looked – or rather, didn’t look – and thinking about who could have sent it to him and why they hadn’t sent a proper note along with it.

Probably not a relative of his father’s, since Harry assumed he would have probably been sent to live with a wizard if he’d had a close wizarding relative, but a friend, perhaps. Not Sirius Black, of course, or the man he’d murdered, Peter Pettigrew. But Harry did assume his father had other friends even if no one had told Harry about them.

He took another look around his pile of presents, and beneath the package containing the Invisibility Cloak was a single letter in a fancy envelope. He thought it might have been sent along with the Invisibility Cloak itself, and he’d simply missed it in his excitement, so he opened it eagerly.

Harry pulled a small sheet of parchment out of the envelope and read it.


  Sorry I couldn’t be there. This’ll have to do.


The parchment had been wrapped around a stiff card, and it said nothing more than its brief little message. Harry picked up the card to read it instead.


  To Mr Harry Potter on this happy day,


We here at Quality Quidditch Supplies are utterly thrilled to be contacting you this Christmas morning! As you may know, this year everyone in the world of flying and Quidditch has been excited to try out the brand new Firebolt broom. Alas, as it is in such high demand and its production is an artisanal process, most people will be waiting a very long time indeed to get their hands on one.


  Not so for you, Mr Potter!


We here at Quality Quidditch Supplies are pleased to be able to present you with a brand new, top of the line, cutting edge Firebolt broom purchased for you as a gift on this most special Christmas Day. We look forward to seeing you in store at your earliest convenience to collect your new and truly innovative Firebolt broom. 


  Sincerest Christmas greetings,



  Mr Aquileus Flitney, Proprietor


Harry stared down at the card, almost totally speechless. Who would have bought him a brand new Firebolt broom? It had been on the market less than a year – under six months, even – and it was made by one bloke and his apprentices in a secret workshop. Everyone knew that most of the available models had been bought up by the professional teams ahead of the World Cup that summer. While some of his friends certainly had the money to procure such an expensive gift, he doubted that any of them had the motivation to do so, and to do it anonymously, too. They hadn’t sent along an actual broom, so maybe the card was some sort of joke… but then again, first years weren’t allowed to have brooms at school, so maybe that was why.

Harry was vaguely aware that he had fans and well-wishers throughout wizarding Britain and Ireland. Every so often at breakfast he got a letter or parcel from one of them, so he thought that, maybe, one of them was very wealthy and very interested in Harry’s ability to fly places on a broom, but somehow that didn’t seem right.

“A Firebolt,” Harry said again, looking down at the certificate of sale included with Mr Flitney’s letter.

“Oi, Potter!” called a male voice from outside the doorway. “You decent?” Without waiting for a reply, Shafiq – the prefect, not his brother the apprentice – stuck his head through the door. Harry stuffed his new cloak between his bedsheets, certain that it was the sort of thing better kept secret. After all, if everyone knew he could become invisible, they would be watching for it.

“Come on. All of us who stayed are going to have breakfast together, and then Dumbledore arranged with the Ministry for some snow, so we’re going to go skating over the lake.” Shafiq paused. “You’ve got five minutes, then meet us in the Common Room!”

Harry rushed to get dressed and find his outer robes, then went out immediately to meet with the other Slytherins for breakfast. They made their way to the Great Hall together and on arrival, Harry decided he was glad they were doing it as a group. The Ravenclaws and the Gryffindors had no such organisation and seemed to have been eating in small groups and even some lone students, and the Great Hall looked rather depressingly empty in spite of all the festive decorations.

“It’s a bit empty,” said Harry. “It looks kind of … sad, actually.”

“For the Feast later there’ll only be one table,” said Shafiq, “but for breakfast today, it’s still in Houses. S’why we eat breakfast together. The Hufflepuffs do it too. You don’t have to sit with us if you’ve got mates in another House you want to eat with, but it’s tradition…”

Harry shook his head.

“I’ll sit with the rest of the House,” he said. He wanted to, and he didn’t have anyone else he could sit with anyway.

“Have you stayed for Christmas before?” Harry asked when the handful of Slytherins had sat down.

“My first year,” said Shafiq. He shrugged. “Not last year—we went to visit my aunts in Khuzdar—but with OWLs and being a Prefect, it was better I stayed this year as well. It’s not a big deal because my family doesn’t do Christmas anyway.”

“Really? Why not?”

Shafiq looked at Harry as if he’d grown another head.

“We’re Muslim,” he said eventually, and very slowly, as if speaking to a particularly stupid child – or Dudley.

“Oh, right.”

Harry hadn’t really thought much about what wizards believed. He hadn’t honestly thought much about what Muggles believed, since his aunt and uncle had never been especially religious and rarely if ever went to church, although they did celebrate Christmas and Easter and things like that.

Having stuffed a little bit on sweets while opening his presents, Harry settled for a small and quick breakfast of toast with jam and enjoyed the ambience of breakfast with the small group of Slytherins who had stayed on for the holiday. Not much later on, when everyone had finished eating, they all went out into the grounds together to enjoy the snow Dumbledore had arranged with the Ministry.

There was a little bit of a bottleneck at the Dark Detectors, as seemingly everyone left in the castle had decided to leave at the same time, but eventually Harry emerged onto the grounds with the other Slytherins.

Thick, white snow blanketed the lawns in front of the castle, covering absolutely everything in about a foot of snow, and the Forbidden Forest’s sea of trees looked like something out of a Christmas fairy-tale. A thick sheet of ice covered the lake surface and several professors and a few groups of students were already gliding over the ice. Professors Dumbledore and McGonagall stood near to the edge of the lake transfiguring students’ shoes into skates. Harry could even spot one of the assigned Aurors for the day out on the ice, although the other one assigned to the grounds had stayed right by the doors to the Entrance Hall where it was warmer and he had company in the form of the Auror assigned to Dark Detection.

Harry took to the ice slowly at first as he’d never been skating before, but eventually gained a little more confidence in his ability to not fall over. Harry stayed well away from the Weasley twins, who were chasing the youngest Weasley around the frozen lake with enchanted snowballs. After about ten minutes or so of skating around alone, one of the second year Slytherin girls approached him.

“Erm, Potter?” she asked. “Is it okay if I call you Harry? We’re building snowmen over there, and Shafiq said he’d charm them to skate with us… We just wondered if you wanted to join in.” She blushed. “It’s me and Horatio, and Vivienne from Hufflepuff in our year. Others might join in when we get started…” She paused. “You don’t have to…”

“No, it’s—thank you for asking,” Harry said. “That sounds fun!”

The pale red-haired girl – whose name Harry felt increasingly bad for not knowing – smiled widely and skated off to join the others. Harry followed after her a bit more cautiously, and then joined in gathering snow from the edges of the lake for their snowmen. Harry and Horatio worked on one, and Vivienne and Justine – whose name Harry learned when Vivienne very helpfully said it soon after Justine brought Harry back – worked on the other.

After about twenty minutes of frantic activity, the four children stood back and looked at their mostly-assembled snowmen. Harry thought they looked quite good. Even though they were missing buttons and a nose – and arms, which apparently were going to be created by Shafiq’s spells.

“What are we going to use for the nose?” he asked. “Does anyone have a carrot?”

“Oh!” said Justine. “I forgot! Shafiq transfigured us these for the noses!” She pulled two long, thin stones out of her pocket. “I think he gave you the buttons, Vivi.”

“Horatio? Would you go get Shafiq while we put the buttons and noses on? He said to get him when we were ready for the spells…” said Vivienne. She pointed to where Shafiq was skating along with two other third years.

Horatio nodded and skated off to grab Shafiq while the others placed the stones for buttons onto the snowmen. By the time Horatio came back with Shafiq, the snowmen were ready to dance.

“Alright,” said Shafiq. “Let’s see if I can get these spells right!” He took his wand out of his pocket and jabbed it after muttering a spell. He cast a few more spells and then eventually the first snowman shook its top half to reveal a pair of arms, and then grew a pair of almost cartoonish snowy legs out of its lower half before skating away. “Yes!” said Shafiq. “That’s an O right there!” He repeated the process with the second snowman which followed after the first.

“Thank you!” said Justine. She hugged Shafiq and then skated off after the snowman. Vivienne and Horatio followed her, and as Harry joined them, Shafiq shouted after him.

“Tap them with your wand and they should copy whatever you do!”

Harry caught up to one of the snowmen and tapped it with his wand, then skated away to see what happened. The snowman dutifully followed him, copying his every move.

“Ooh, let me try!” said Justine. She tapped the second snowman with her wand and spun around on the ice. The snowman copied her actions and she laughed. “Let’s have a snowball fight!”

“Girls versus boys,” said Horatio. “And we get one snowman each! Sound fair?”

Everything agreed, the four young Slytherins and their snowman allies separated and started to gather snow to make snowballs. The job went faster than Harry had thought it would, although he supposed the snowmen were rather helpful. Once they had made enough snowballs the fight started in earnest.

Every snowball Harry threw counted as two due to the snowman which copied his every move, but he found that the problem with that was that his snowman’s aim was only as good as his own. The only saving grace appeared to be that Justine didn’t have particularly good aim either.

Harry ducked to avoid a snowball thrown by Vivienne, and then rolled to avoid one thrown by Justine’s snowman. He threw a couple more of his own – copied by his snowman – and grinned when one smacked right into Vivienne’s torso.

“Good shot!” said Horatio, throwing his own, although he missed.

The four children played until they ran out of snowballs, and as they brokered a truce to make some more, Harry got hit in the back of the head with a snowball. He whirled around to see who had attacked him only to find the Weasley twins with their brother Ron trailing behind them unhappily.

“New plan!” Harry yelled. “Attack the Weasleys!”

Harry, Justine and their snowmen set about making more snowballs while Horatio and Vivienne went on the offensive against all four of the Weasley brothers. Soon enough the lake had erupted into an all-out war on five separate fronts, as the students sorted themselves into groups and even some of the teachers became involved.

Dumbledore and McGonagall battled one another with magnificently transfigured and animated snow golems, while Flitwick led a company of Ravenclaws into battle against a mixed squad of upper year students. Harry and the younger Slytherins battled against the Weasleys until an errant punch from Dumbledore’s golem smashed apart their snowmen and sent them all scurrying away.

Eventually, after several hours of fun, Dumbledore alone stood triumphant with his still animated golem, everyone else having given up or been run off the lake. By then it was near enough time for the Christmas Feast to begin, so everyone trudged back into the castle after having their shoes untransfigured to prepare.

For Harry, it was a Christmas Day like no other.

*

The Great Hall had been transformed over the course of the morning. The four House tables, along with the Head Table and its raised dais, had all disappeared. Instead, one absolutely massive round table sat in the middle of the Hall surrounded by various different kinds of Christmas decorations. Harry felt like the castle had already been expertly decorated for Christmas, but in the space between breakfast and the Christmas Feast, several new trees had appeared in the Great Hall, each one festooned with twinkling fairies. Wreaths of living plant and flower adorned the backs of the chairs, and the very middle of the grand table had a centrepiece which Harry thought must have been a depiction of Hogsmeade village at Christmastime. Soft music played from nowhere Harry could recognise, just loud enough to be heard but not so loud that it dominated. He didn’t recognise most of the songs, but they sounded festive enough and the content was mostly wintry and Christmassy, so he didn’t miss the more usual tunes and carols of Muggle Christmas.

By the time the Slytherins made it to the Feast, the teachers in attendance were already sat spaced out around the table, and students from the other Houses entered the Hall in small groups. Not all of the teachers and members of staff were present – most of the adjunct professors and many of the apprentices were nowhere to be seen, and hadn’t been all day. At their own homes, Harry assumed.

Apprentice-Shafiq was there, though, sat next to his brother, but Harry didn’t see Miss Evergloam or Miss Root anywhere. The Divination Professor, ordinarily ensconced within her tower chambers, sat between her apprentice on one side and an unhappy-looking Professor McGonagall on the other.

Fortunately, the teachers were sat in little clusters rather than spaced evenly throughout the table, so there were spots of relative isolation from the prying eyes and ears of teaching staff. Harry had a little more trouble than most at finding a place to sit since he wanted to avoid both Professors Snape and Quirrell, and he eventually sat down as far away from Professor Quirrell as was possible at the table – which unfortunately placed him somewhat nearer to Professor Sprout than he would have liked. As the table slowly filled up, Harry realised that he’d made a poor choice indeed – safe though he was from Quirrell and Snape, the Weasleys, last to arrive at the table, took the seats immediately adjacent to Harry.

The eldest Weasley, one of the Gryffindor prefects whose name Harry had never bothered learning through lack of interaction, sat between the twins, one of whom pushed Ron into the empty seat next to Harry.

“Sorry,” mumbled Ron.

Harry shrugged. Weasley – even four Weasleys – was better than having to sit next to Professor Quirrell. Especially on Christmas Day.

Evidently whoever had placed the table in the Hall knew exactly how many people were going to attend, since Dumbledore stood up after the Weasleys filled the last spot to say a little speech.

“Happy Christmas to us all, and to us all, a happy Christmas!” said Dumbledore. “And with that, no more needs to be said, so indeed—I shall say no more than: tuck in!”

Dumbledore sat back down in his chair and immediately after a sumptuous feast appeared on the table. Mounds of roast potatoes, carrots and parsnips; platters of chipolatas; tureens filled with peas and different kinds of soup, and vast pitchers of gravy sat amongst huge roasted and stuffed turkeys, with the occasional platter of roast pork and even what looked like a goose. It truly was a feast unlike any Harry had ever seen. It surpassed even the unfortunately short Hallowe’en Feast in October, and the Welcoming Feast in September, and not even sitting next to Weasley could dampen Harry’s good feeling.

He piled his plate full with just a little bit of everything, and a generous helping of gravy, and set about eating.

“Pass the potatoes, please, Mr Potter!” asked Professor Sprout. “There’s a good lad.”

Harry passed the portly professor the nearest bowl full of roast potatoes and grabbed a couple more for himself; with Weasley on one side and Sprout on the other, Harry didn’t fancy his chances of seconds otherwise. He grabbed a bit more of the goose, too, which was just as fatty as his aunt Petunia complained about, but Harry felt like that was the point.

When the time came to pull crackers, Harry pulled one with Professor Sprout first, and nearly jumped out of his skin when a proper wizards’ chess set popped out of the cracker along with a full-sized witch’s hat. Professor Sprout insisted that Harry take the chess set, and that he wore the hat, so soon after her found himself wearing a hat far too big for his head.

Somewhat awkwardly, Weasley’s elder brothers had left him out of the fun, so he sat next to Harry with an unpulled cracker between them and a glum look on his face. Deciding to be the better man, Harry picked up the cracker and offered it to him.

“Cracker?”

Weasley shrugged, and pulled the cracker with him. It exploded with a loud crack and let out a cloud of blue smoke. In the aftermath sat an entirely too big, luminous green top hat and a Grow-Your-Own Warts Kit, which Harry immediately pushed over to Weasley.

“Aww, ickle Ronnie’s got a friend!” sniggered the Weasley twin closest to Ron.

“Only took him all year!” said the one on the other side of Head Boy Weasley.

“Fred! George!” admonished Head Boy Weasley. “Leave him alone, it’s Christmas for Merlin’s sake.”

“Of course!” said one.

“Anything for Perfect Prefect Percy!” said the other.

“No, no, my dear brother! Anything for our Humongous Head Boy Brother!” said the first of the twins.

“Sorry,” mumbled Ron. “They’re always like this.”

Before Harry could tell him not to worry about it, the teacher next to Professor Sprout spilled a bottle of dark orange liquid all over the table.

“Oops!” she said. “Little bit too much sherry, I think…” She pulled out her wand to deal with the spill, but before she could complete the spell, Professor Sprout stopped her.

“Let me, Septima.”

Professor Sprout vanished the mess and moved the bottle away from the other professor.

Harry laughed.

“That reminds me of my—well, Dudley’s—Aunt Marge,” he said with a grin. “She always spills something and blames it on her dog.”

“Mum sometimes has too much wine and does the same,” offered Ron.

With the ice broken, Harry and Ron managed to keep up a conversation that was only a little bit awkward and lasted until the food vanished, only to be replaced with an equal amount of dessert items. Harry grabbed some ice cream and a piece of Christmas cake, almost – but not quite – too full to be tempted to eat dessert. There was always some room for afters on Christmas Day. Soon after the appearance – and disappearance into the waiting bellies of staff and students – of dessert, lunch ended. The students returned to their Common Rooms and the teachers went wherever it was that teachers went when not attending to their duties – Harry made a note to try to find out using his new cloak.

Harry spent the next few hours in the Common Room with the rest of the Slytherins playing cards, board games, and even the occasional round of Gobstones. Later on, around when it was ordinarily time for dinner, platters of various kinds of sandwiches filled with leftover turkey, pork, and goose, along with other bits and pieces from the Christmas lunch, appeared on some of the tables. Harry picked at them on and off, having filled up more than enough at the lunch. He did manage to grab some gateau that he hadn’t felt like eating at the Feast, and that was enough for the rest of the night.

When it got late enough that he would usually go to sleep, even though most of the House was still up having a little Christmas party, Harry slunk away to have a nap. Later he planned on exploring some of the more forbidden areas of the castle, and he wanted to be wide awake in case he found something really interesting.

*

When Harry tiptoed through the Slytherin Common Room later that night almost everyone was in bed, except for a pair of fifth years sat by a fireplace drinking and smoking pipes that sent out clouds of purple smoke. He made sure to be extra careful until he got past them, then slipped out the door when one of them went into a coughing fit from the pipe.

Once outside in the dungeon corridor Harry considered where to go next. Professor Quirrell had implied there was more to the old history department than Harry had yet to explore, and while he did find the idea interesting, he didn’t want to risk meeting the weird professor there at such a late hour – and Harry had no idea what sorts of things Quirrell liked to do with his spare time. What if they included ‘haunting disused school rooms’?

Harry decided to go look at the Restricted Section of the library first. He felt as if it wouldn’t be restricted if there wasn’t anything interesting there. Soft light from dimly lit candles was all Harry had to light his way, since he didn’t dare risk using a spell in case it alerted teachers – or Filch’s apparently omnipresent cat – to his whereabouts.

He tiptoed through the castle, avoiding ghosts and chatty portraits as best he could, and saw not a single living soul on his way to the library. It felt strange walking through an almost completely silent Hogwarts, with no students or teachers to fill the dark hallways. The only sounds were from the portraits as they snored and snoozed and in some cases, chortled at the sorts of things portraits said to one another when no one was around.

He nearly jumped out of his skin when two ghosts floated through the wall next to him. Thankfully, they didn’t notice his gasp of surprise because they seemed to be carrying on some sort of heated discussion.

“I said it was a bad idea to walk the battlements, but did he listen? No! Of course he didn’t! And now he’s dead.”

“Yes, yes, you’ve said,” said the other ghost in reply. “But you didn’t do anything about it, did you?”

“Now, see here, you spineless son of a limp-wanded wastrel! If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it—”

“A thousand times, yes, yes, we all know! But it doesn’t change anything, does it? The Anti-Reformationists will be through to the Hall by the morrow, and we’re stuck where we are. That damned Jinx—well, it’ll be the death of us. We’ll have to try brooms.”

“Now who’s an idiot? We can’t bloody well…”

The ghosts stopped halfway down the hallway to continue their argument. Harry paused to watch them; they seemed to be caught up in replaying whatever argument they’d had before they died. It hinged on the best way to escape a siege of the castle. Judging by the two men’s current existences as ghosts, Harry thought they probably hadn’t managed it.

When the two ghosts moved on, Harry continued his journey into the Restricted Section of the library. Once inside, he headed straight for the Restricted Section. He scanned the shelves with his eyes but avoided reaching for any which looked or felt strange, all too aware of the rumours passed on by upper year students of books that burned out your eyes, ate your memories, or screamed when you opened them.

He wanted something interesting, not a trip to the Hospital Wing, after all. It would have been an easier task if he knew more about how the library organised its restricted texts, but eventually he found a section devoted to obscure and sometimes dangerous texts on potions and adjacent topics. One book appeared to be bound in human skin, which he left on the shelf, but its companion seemed much less disgusting.

Harry read the title along its worn spine.

“On the Alchemical Pursuit,” Harry murmured. He remembered something about alchemy, some bit of trivia – but what? Wasn’t Dumbledore an alchemist? Harry thought. He pulled it from the shelf carefully.

Harry leafed through the book, scanning the pages for interesting spells or recipes, but found nothing. Instead it looked like a rather more dry series of essays about the various parts of what the author called the “Grand Works of Philosophy”, from the creation of a so-called Philosopher’s Stone to the brewing of a Universal Panacea and everything in between. Disappointed, Harry slid the book back into its position on the shelf and looked for something else. Alchemy could wait until he took it as a subject, he supposed.

The section on potions didn’t contain much of anything that Harry found interesting at all. He found one book full of ancient fertility potions, and another whose words moved on the pages like spindly little caterpillars, but nothing he could flick through and think about trying out himself. It was probably for the best – while he was passable at Potions, Harry thought that he likely did lack the skill and experience to make anything from a Restricted Section book.

Harry moved away from the stacks he had been looking through and into a section where the titles seemed more like they pertained to spells and other things. He pulled a book on cutting charms from the shelf to have a look through. It contained several spells that Harry would have expected to find in the book – a charm to cut hair, and another to cut root vegetables and the theoretical basis behind them – but it didn’t seem as if it fit into the Restricted Section at all.

“‘On Cutting the Liminal Barriers’,” read Harry. He continued reading and realised the book delved into topics Harry had no concept of, which he had never heard discussed let alone understood. Esoteric things, the sorts of stuff some of the professors alluded to but refused to elaborate on until later years of study. He put the book back and reluctantly left the library, certain that he was too early in his studies to get much use from the Restricted Section, as unfortunate as that was.

Harry wandered through the castle aimlessly until he got too tired to continue, seeing no one save for a few ghosts. He made his way back to his dormitory and fell asleep almost as soon as he fell into bed.

*

The next night Harry was determined to avoid the library altogether and instead try to look for something more interesting. He had an idea that there could be secret passages near one of the interior castle courtyards, so had decided to go there and only explore them if they looked as if they connected with another part of the castle, rather than serve as a point of egress from the grounds. As he crept through the cellars near to where the kitchens were meant to be, he stopped when he heard low voices in a stilted conversation.

Ghosts again? he wondered.

Harry moved forward slowly, aware that he could make noise even if no one could see him, and he saw two teachers stood next to a big painting of fruit in a bowl. Harry squinted to see them better in the dim light. One of them wore a turban, so had to be Professor Quirrell, and the other carried two empty bottles and swayed a little as she stood. Harry recognised the other as the batty Divination Professor, the professor who never usually attended meals although had been present at the Christmas Feast that afternoon in the company of her apprentice.

“P-p-perhaps you’ve had a l-little bit t-too much to drink tonight, Sybill?” said Quirrell. He gestured to the empty bottles Trelawney carried. “Shall I walk you back to your quarters?”

“It’s just a little bit of wine, my dear,” said Trelawney. “No need for any fuss…”

“I am merely thinking of you,” said Quirrell. “I thought that p-perhaps you had Seen something unsettling, or maybe a memory of prophecy…”

“When one sees with the Inner Eye, as I do, sometimes it is imperative to seek relief of a certain kind,” said Trelawney. “It is a burden all Seers must bear.”

“As you say, Sybill.” Quirrell paused. “Tell me, what have you Seen recently? I-if that is not t-too impertinent a thing to a-ask.”

Trelawney fiddled with her glasses and stood a little straighter.

“A great many things, dear boy,” she said. “Too many things. A Seer must never reveal all that she Sees, lest she alter the course of history… but I have seen little good to speak of. Omens and ill portents…”

“Truly?” said Quirrell. “S-such as?”

“Death, my boy,” said Trelawney. “Death and pain around every corner… A Grim.”

“Whose death? N-not mine, I hope! Ha-ha,” said Quirrell with his strange little laugh.

“I have not looked,” said Trelawney, although she peered a little closer at the Defence professor. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…” Trelawney tickled the pear sat amongst the fruit in the painting and it moved aside to reveal the entrance a room. She left Quirrell standing outside the door muttering to himself with his hand on his wand.

Harry held his breath and waited the minute it took for the strange professor to go about his own business, then raced away from the kitchens as fast as his caution allowed him. It really was just his luck to get held up by two of Hogwarts’s strangest teachers, Harry thought as he wandered through the cellar level.

Harry crept through the cellars as quiet as he could and made his way to the main stair from the cellars to the Entrance Hall, but stopped when he saw Quirrell lurking in the shadows half-way up the stairs. Harry waited to see what Quirrell would do, but left once he realised that Quirrell was simply lingering on the staircase for his own reasons.

Even though Harry wanted to pass him by to search the courtyards for secret passages, he turned back to look for an alternative route up from the bowels of the castle. Passing by Quirrell felt too great a risk to Harry, even with his Invisibility Cloak on.

Wary of Trelawney coming out of the kitchens – although she was probably a bit too drunk to notice an invisible boy – Harry avoided the cellar corridor with the painting of fruit which concealed the doors to the kitchen in favour of dropping down towards the dungeons once again. Harry thought there was another staircase leading up to the cellars and, eventually, the upper levels of the castle that didn’t take him past the grand stair.

Harry passed through the corridor leading to the Slytherin Common Room and then followed it to its end where it split into two passages, one leading downwards and the other veering left but remaining on the same level. Harry had never seen the passage leading below before, and he’d walked to the end of that particular corridor several times before as it was a shortcut up to the cellars. Curious where it went, Harry took the stairs downwards.

Harry reached the bottom of the stone steps and realised he’d entered an ancient, near enough abandoned, part of the castle. The upper levels of the dungeons had enchanted torches and lamps sat in wall sconces, although in some parts they were sparse and the light was dim.

This lower level had nothing of the sort, not so much as a lone candle to keep away the darkness. Harry didn’t think there was anyone around to see him so he lit the end of his wand so he could see where he was going.

Soft light fell from the tip of his wand and lit the way ahead like a thin torch, and Harry took a look around. The fat stones forming the dungeon’s floor were covered in thick layers of dust which spiralled into the stale air as Harry disturbed it, and there were large cracks running through many of the stones along the walls. Some of the stones had runes carved into them, but it was difficult to see given the gloom, and Harry couldn’t read runes anyway. The construction seemed rougher, less polished, than any other part of the castle Harry had visited, more primitive.

Harry kept walking along the corridor until he reached a fork, and took the left-hand passage. If possible, the passage was dustier than the previous one, with more cracks in the stones along its walls. Harry followed the passage until it terminated suddenly in a dead end at a section of completely innocuous wall.

“Well, that’s boring,” Harry muttered. He glanced around for signs of something, since there would surely have to be a reason for there to be a corridor which went nowhere. Harry checked the stones around the corridor wall, pushing against them gently with his free hand, although nothing happened other than Harry getting dusty hands.

Harry checked along the bases of the walls next, and noticed a small crack where dozens of spiders were passing through all in a massive column, all attempting to leave the dead-end corridor.

So it does go somewhere, Harry thought, even if it’s just for spiders…

Harry tapped some of the stones at random, hoping for something to happen like with Diagon Alley, but nothing did. He even attempted the same trick on some of the stones with runes carved into them, but nothing happened.

While Harry was trying out his wand against various different runes in a series of different patterns, a voice sounded from behind him and caused him to jump near right out of his skin.

“It is a good thing that it is I who has found you tonight, Mr Potter, and not someone else, I should think,” said the voice. Harry turned to see Dumbledore stood right behind him clad in bright purple robes with little stars on them which glowed in the dark.

Harry didn’t know how Dumbledore knew it was him stood there, but as he’d been caught out, pulled the hood of the Invisibility Cloak from his head.

“Er, Professor! Sorry, I was just—erm, I was just—” Harry said, fumbling his way through an excuse.

“Skulking about in the dark looking for secrets, as teenagers are wont to do,” said Dumbledore, quite cheerfully. “Ordinarily such things would be of little concern—some, perhaps, to some of your other teachers although I must confess, not to me—but given the circumstances this year, perhaps a mite unwise for you in particular. Do you not agree?”

“I, er—well, when you put it that way,” Harry said. “I thought I should be alright because I’m invisible, you know, but…”

“It was the wand which gave you away, I’m afraid,” said Dumbledore. “Walk with me,” he said, and then turned on his heel and strode away at a brisk pace. Harry followed.

“It may surprise you to learn that Hogwarts was not the first structure to be built on this location,” Dumbledore said, his tone conversational, as they walked away. “This part of the castle is a hold-over from a most ancient time, a time long before the Founders thought to build a school, and I must confess its purpose is unknown even to me. The runes along the walls—perhaps you noticed them—give some clues, but the true function, if there ever was one, is lost to the mists of time.”

“I thought maybe there was something,” Harry said, “but I don’t know much about runes at all.”

“Ah, well, I would not expect you to,” said Dumbledore. “But it is an interesting thing to think on, nevertheless. I merely wished to bring to your attention that some parts of the castle are unpredictable even to those of us who have spent a lifetime walking these halls. This structure in particular is chaotic, and rarely remains accessible for long. I should not wish for you to become trapped down here, you must understand, the threat from Sirius Black notwithstanding.”

Harry swallowed. He’d never considered he could become trapped inside the corridor.

“I hadn’t even thought of that, Professor. I’ll make sure next time… Er, what I mean is, I definitely won’t go exploring strange hallways again,” Harry said.

“I shan’t presume to think that you will refrain from ever exploring hidden places, Harry,” Dumbledore said, “but I will ask that you restrict your nocturnal activities to more well-populated parts of the castle. Will you do this?”

“I—of course, Professor. I’m sorry.”

“I believe that you are, Harry,” Dumbledore said. “Now, run along—and back to bed, if you please. It is rather late and I should not like you to be late for breakfast!”

By then they’d reached the staircase leading back up to the uppermost dungeon layer, and Dumbledore waited at the bottom for Harry to ascend it. As Harry climbed the stairs, Dumbledore remained at the bottom, and stayed there even when Harry reached the top and pulled the hood of Cloak up over his head. Whatever business Dumbledore had in the ancient part of the castle, Harry wouldn’t find out that evening.

Instead, Harry returned to the Common Room and tried to put the whole place out of his mind. Although Harry did resume his nocturnal wanderings the next night, the staircase leading to that passage was gone.

  






12. Chapter 12 - Something Strange


    
    
[bookmark: _Toc101183940]Chapter 12 – Something Strange
With Christmas over, December passed into a grey and dreary January, and the coming of January meant the return of Hogwarts Express and all students of Hogwarts. Harry looked forward to the return of his friends and, even though he wouldn’t admit it, the resumption of classes. He sat in a secluded alcove of the Slytherin Common Room to wait for the return of his friends, his head bowed as he sank deep into the next Redwand book courtesy of Theodore.

He cleared a good chunk of the start of the book by the time the Common Room erupted into chaos with the return of more than two hundred teenagers all at once. Students came through the door in odd-sized groups – a duo here, a quintet there – in a seemingly never-ending mass. Harry shut his book and got up to greet his friends when they walked through the door.

“Happy New Year!” exclaimed Tracey. The exuberant girl raced forward to give him a hug, leaving behind Millicent, who was showing Daphne pictures of her new sibling. Blaise and Theodore trailed a little further behind with Draco and Pansy’s little group. “I had a brilliant Christmas but it’s good to be back!” she said.

“Happy New Year,” echoed Harry.

“Did you like the book I got you?” she asked. “I spent ages trying to find something I thought you’d like!”

“I did!” Harry said. “I didn’t know there were so many Slytherins playing professional Quidditch.”

“Oh, there are lots of Slytherins doing everything professionally to a high level,” said Tracey. “It’s why we’re the best!” Tracey gave Harry a big grin before peeling off to join up with Millicent and Daphne to look at baby photos.

“Have a good Christmas?” Harry asked the boys when they caught up to the girls.

“It was pretty good,” said Blaise. “I got a new broom this year, finally—I beat my cousins racing this time. The old one was just too slow. And we went out flying in the snow, too. Not on brooms, obviously—although I nearly fell off my horse but it’s alright because of the charms, you know.”

Harry had forgotten that Blaise flew giant horses during his holidays. Everyone had to have some sort of hobby, he supposed.

“It was Christmas,” said Theodore. “I went to Draco’s mum’s party with my dad. That was alright.”

“Not that fun?” asked Harry.

“Well, it’s just a load of adults standing ‘round getting drunk and stuff,” said Theodore. He shrugged. “And you know how Draco gets when he gets the chance to show off to everyone… but it wasn’t so bad; Vince and Greg were there, too, and some of the others. We played parlour games and things like that, so I did have some fun.”

Harry nodded. From what he understood, some of the first year Slytherins had parents who were friends or business associates of some sort, although he didn’t quite get the often complex relationships between people’s families, and nobody was especially forthcoming. Draco had been banging on about his family’s Christmas party for weeks in the run up to Christmas, and it seemed to be a sore spot for some Slytherins that their families were uninvited – and a mark of pride for others. In a way he felt glad to be completely uninvolved in all that nonsense.

“I found a gallery full of paintings just off the History corridor,” said Harry once the boys had all sat down. “I saw Quirrell there, too. He was being weird, but he did say there was another room further down, with like dragon skeletons and stuff like that. I was thinking we could maybe have a look in there next weekend?”

Blaise shrugged.

“Yeah, I guess,” he said.

“That sounds cool,” said Theodore.

“Have you done your star charts for Astronomy?” asked Blaise. He dug a scrap of parchment out of his robe pocket and unfolded it. “I’ve only done half of mine,” he said, “and I’ve still got my Charms to do.”

“Surely not the whole essay?” asked Theodore.

“I did my star charts last week,” said Harry. “I can get them for you if you want a look. I finished my Charms but I’m not sure about the middle bit, I think I could say more about the symbolism thing.”

“I didn’t have time to do the essay,” said Blaise. “After Christmas we went to visit my mum’s side of the family for New Year, so I only had a couple of days free! It’s not like I could have done homework at my aunt’s house… Can I have a look at yours Harry?”

“Yeah, okay,” said Harry. “I’ll go get them now. I should put my book away anyway…”

Harry got up and walked back to the dormitory to grab his already completed homework. On the way he passed Draco and some of the other first years chatting near a fireplace.

“…and the Minister was there, too, but I’ve met him before. The Minister always attends Mother’s parties, you know,” said Draco.

“So you’ve met the Minister for Magic?” asked one of Draco’s hangers-on. Evidently not one of the ones who’d been at the party, or he’d have known the answer to the question.

“Oh, yeah, loads of times,” Draco said. “He always brings me a Christmas present. Has done since I was small. He’s a close, personal friend of Father, you see.”

Harry rolled his eyes and gave a perfunctory greeting as he walked past the group. He couldn’t just ignore them, but neither did he want to be drawn into whatever was happening. Listening to Draco talk about Father this, and the Minister that ranked rather low on his list of things to do, after all. He ducked into the dormitory and rummaged around for his homework to go over with Blaise and Theodore, then took it back out to the Common Room.

Harry spent the rest of the day up until dinner editing his homework with Theodore and Blaise, although much more of his time was spent letting Blaise copy him than on actually changing anything he’d written.

*

The professors and their apprentices appeared to have co-ordinated in launching an all-out academic offensive against their students, as every single class dove right into work after the holidays. Even the normally quite relaxed Ms Gamp had the students working on practical transfigurations on the first day back, which Harry found interesting but more challenging than he would have liked after such a relaxing Christmas break.

By Friday morning, only the second day back at classes, Harry already felt like he needed another holiday. At least Harry had already finished all his homework: some of his friends spent the morning furiously scribbling on parchment whenever they got a few spare minutes to complete Professor Quirrell’s assignment due in after their morning Herbology session.

“What’s the difference between a jinx and hex?” asked Millicent. “Is there a difference?”

She sat on the floor outside the Defence classroom using her bag as a makeshift table to complete her essay. She wasn’t alone, as several others in the combined Adder and Viper group were occupied doing the same thing, being watched by those who had already finished.

After a minute or so of nobody saying anything, Harry offered some help.

“Hexes are worse than jinxes,” he said. “It goes like this: jinxes, then hexes, then curses. I think one of the books says jinxes are meant to be irritating, but not very dangerous, and hexes only cause moderate suffering. But they aren’t different kinds of spells, like with charms or transfigurations.”

“Oh, no!” said Daphne. “I had it the other way around!” She immediately rummaged around in his schoolbag to grab her essay, quill and inkpot to correct her mistake.

Professor Quirrell strode through the hallway followed by the distinctive odour of garlic and onions. The professor looked even more unwell than usual, with dark bags under his eyes and sallow skin. He looked as miserable as his behaviour suggested he felt.

“C-come in,” he said as he opened the door. “Put your homework on my d-desk.”

Reluctantly, the first year Slytherins complied, moving through the doorway in twos and threes, stopping at the desk to deposit their homework before claiming their seats.

Harry took his seat at one of the middle rows and opened his textbook to roughly where the class had left off before Christmas. Quirrell ordinarily stood at the front of the classroom behind his desk and read directly from the textbook, but today he stood in front of his desk without his book. He leaned against the desk almost casually, an action quite at odds with all his prior teaching.

“Today, we will discuss cursed and enchanted objects and the various different strategies which may be used to distinguish between the two and, if necessary, break a curse. This is not the lesson you were prepared for before the holiday—you may put your books away.”

Harry stuffed his textbook back into the bag and got out some parchment, ink, and his quill. He never usually had to take notes in Defence – it was already written down in the textbook, from whose content Quirrell never deviated – but perhaps today Quirrell would say something useful.

“At the most basic level, there are two kinds of curse. The first type is perhaps the most common and the most stereotypical—it is a so-called ‘Dark’ spell used to place a curse upon a person or an object for some nefarious purpose. In the hierarchy of Dark spells it is the most serious. If you have successfully completed your homework assignment, you will already know this much.”

Quirrell paused and picked up a smallish object from his desk. He showed it to the class with a flourish.

“This human skull has been cursed so that, if a Muggle touches it, his skin will melt from his body. We all in this room are quite safe, as none of us is a Muggle… or so I hope! This type of active curse is always placed intentionally. This particular skull was cursed as a method of protection against bodily desecration by Muggle tomb robbers. A helpful lesson in how even so-called Dark spells can be used for noble purposes.”

Harry hardly thought that melting the skin off unsuspecting Muggles could be called ‘noble’ – in fact he felt like there were many better ways of protecting wizarding graves from Muggles than flesh-melting curses, but he held his tongue.

Quirrell strode forward and set down the skull on Daphne’s desk at the front of the classroom.

“Pass it around as we continue the lesson,” he instructed. “You will, I hope, be attuned to magical energies well enough by this point in your careers to detect that there is something unusual about this skull, but if not, it shall come in time I’m sure.” He paused. “Go on, Miss Greengrass. It can’t hurt you.”

Harry watched as Daphne picked up the skull, held it for a token amount of time, and immediately passed it on to Millicent. Millicent held it far longer than Daphne had, turning it over and over in her hands and peering right inside it. The skull got passed along the row as Quirrell continued the lesson.

“The second type of curse is a much more primeval, primitive, kind of magic. Curses like this are among the oldest kinds of magic in the world, which would have been used by our very earliest wizarding ancestors—often unbeknownst to them, of course—but are less commonly seen in this modern era. For you see, untrained wizards—which all wizards were, more or less, in the very earliest days of magic—have a peculiar tendency to leak magic. You yourselves may have experienced this and heard it called ‘accidental magic’. Perhaps you became frightened, or angry, or so happy you could almost burst… and something magical occurred. The second kind of curse relies on a process very much like that which we see in accidental magic, although it is not quite the same thing.”

By that point the skull had reached Harry. He took it from Theodore and looked it over. It just looked like a regular human skull with no particular identifying features. Harry could, however, feel something. An undercurrent, nothing more than a vague feeling, but there was something there. As Harry pondered whether what he could sense was the curse on the skull, Quirrell continued with the lecture.

“Who here has an elderly relative with some sort of ‘lucky’ charm? An old knut, perhaps, or a beloved gobstone, or a small toy? Perhaps the knut never lands face down, or the toy never gets dirty, although it is not enchanted and nor is it overtly magical?” Quirrell paused but nobody offered him anything. “You see, the reason for this is that some objects owned by or associated with a wizard can become imbued with the wizard’s magic and strong emotions over time and become imbued with magical energy. Sometimes this is a perfectly benign process and produces a sort of primitive charm. Other times, this results in a curse. This kind of curse is particularly difficult to displace as it does not rely on a particular incantation or even, generally speaking, a cogent theoretical framework which one can use as a basis of curse-breaking.”

“Sir?” Oliver Wash stuck up his hand to ask a question. “This other type of curse… can it attach to places, too? Not just things?”

“Five points to Slytherin for an astute observation. Indeed, it is believed—though not proven—that the cursed ground outside York is as a result of habitation by the Dark Lord and his forces during the build up to the first war. Plants which grow in the soil there have the curious property of poisonous nectar. As an experiment, soil, rocks and other objects from the site have been removed and replaced with equivalent objects from a non-cursed site—the curse remains at the site in York and does not follow items removed from it. It has been sectioned off so that Muggles cannot access the site, of course,” said Quirrell. “A similar situation can be observed at Stonehenge—the curse in this instance can be attributed to generations of sacrifice and other ritualistic activities by the wizards who frequented the site. There is even some evidence that curses such as this may be attached to concepts and more abstract constructions than people, places, or objects, although research in this area is still quite new.”

“Sir?” Blaise signalled for attention. “If this kind of curse is harder to remove, why isn’t it more common?”

“It is near enough impossible to choose the effects of the curse, you see. It is a wilder kind of magic. Sometimes the effects are very serious, and sometimes not. If you wish to curse an enemy so that their hair falls out or their bones melt, there are spells available to do this. Spell-based curses are at once more versatile and easier to use than their primitive cousin. It is also much more difficult for a wand-trained wizard to use their magic in the ancestral manner—at least on purpose. Most curses of this type in the modern era are accidental in nature. By-products of some other thing.”

Quirrell went on to discuss several examples from different parts of the world, which Harry dutifully wrote down onto his parchment. Harry scrambled to get out another piece of parchment as Quirrell described the strange circumstances surrounding a blood-curdling curse on a ziggurat somewhere in Central America.

“…the central chamber of the ziggurat is completely inaccessible even today; the world’s premier curse-breakers have thus far failed to penetrate its depths. Rumours abound that a skilled Parselmouth may be able to access the central chamber, but the Indian wizards with the talent have refused to make an attempt due to the powerfully Dark nature of the curse on the ziggurat, and the local wizards disavow any and all knowledge of the site. The Dark Lord could perhaps have managed this, but he is quite dead, thanks to young Mr Potter. Ha, ha.”

Harry shifted awkwardly in his seat. He could almost feel the eyes of everyone in the room on him. What on Earth could have possessed Quirrell to make such a poor joke? Harry thought that even Quirrell looked uncomfortable, and he had made the joke! And that awful little laugh… Still, Harry did wonder what a Parselmouth was, so he whispered the question to Theodore.

“Talks to snakes,” whispered Theodore in reply. “Rare magic.”

“Er, right,” said Harry. “Thanks.” Instantly his mind went back to Dudley’s birthday trip to the zoo, and the snake which he had spoken to – and which had spoken back to him. Speaking to snakes was something Parselmouths did, which meant Harry, like Voldemort, was a Parselmouth. To Harry it seemed like the sort of fact best kept to himself, especially given the rumours that already circulated the school about him.

Harry tried to keep up with his notes during the rest of the lesson but found his heart wasn’t in it. Instead, his thoughts kept returning to all of the similarities between himself and Voldemort – both of them in Slytherin House, both with a rare talent for speaking to snakes, and even their wands were brothers.

By the end of the lesson Harry had only managed to scrawl a few disconnected bits and pieces of the lecture onto the rest of his parchment, but stuffed it into his bag with the rest of his things anyway. He could always ask Theodore or Daphne to copy their notes later, after all.

Harry didn’t even join in with his friends as they discussed Quirrell’s odd competence and lack of stutter during the lesson. He was too preoccupied with his thoughts about Voldemort, rare magic, and the strange twist of fate that seemed to connect the two of them over and over again.

*

On Friday morning Harry and the others in Viper group arrived to their morning Potions session to find an unusually good-tempered Professor Snape stood in front of a large gold cauldron in the middle of the laboratory. The benches that ordinarily filled the room were nowhere to be found, although Snape did have a small preparation table next to him.

“Come in and stand beyond the marked line on the floor,” directed Snape as the students arrived to fill the dungeon chamber. “Today, we have a deviation from our plans due to an … opportunity … which has presented itself. You will not be brewing today.”

A murmur run out through the room. Snape almost never did demonstrations, preferring instead to farm them out to his apprentice, Mr Shafiq.

“Professor, will we need to make notes?” asked Granger. “Only, we don’t have tables…”

“Notes will be provided at the end of the lesson. Today, you must simply pay attention.” Unusually, Snape didn’t even take points for the interruption. “Today’s potion is rarely made due to the difficulty in acquiring its primary ingredients in the necessary amounts. We are fortunate that certain occurrences have granted us the opportunity to brew this potion. I daresay you shall not get the chance again.” Snape paused. “Weasley! What is the purpose of a gold cauldron?”

“Er, dunno, sir.” Weasley shrugged. “It’s heavy so it’s hard to spill?”

“Hmm. One point from Gryffindor for lack of basic potioneering knowledge.” Snape turned to the Slytherins. “Mr Malfoy, what is the purpose of a gold cauldron?”

“Gold cauldrons have a stabilising effect on opposing ingredients, and can amplify positive energies when used, particularly in healing potions with volatile ingredients, Professor.”

“An excellent answer, Mr Malfoy. Five points to Slytherin for superior preparation.”  Snape turned towards the Gryffindors. “Following on from Mr Malfoy’s answer, explain why—”

Snape didn’t get to finish his question, however, as the laboratory door swung open to reveal Mr Shafiq holding a big glass jar filled with cloudy fluid, and Hagrid the groundskeeper holding a big box.

“We’ve got the ingredients here, Professor,” said Mr Shafiq. “All properly processed and safe to use!”

“We’ve got the full body ‘ere Professer,” said Hagrid. He wiped a tear from his eye. “An’ enough hair ter fill ten wigs, I reckon.”

“Wonderful,” said Snape. “Ali, place the venom jar on the table. Hagrid, you may put the corpse next to the cauldron and we shall process it.”

The big, hairy, man placed his box of bones onto the cold dungeon floor and then immediately stepped back from the cauldron.

“If yer needin’ any more, we’ve kept some back fer yeh. ‘Specially th’ eyes,” he said. He blew his nose and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Best be off—lots ter do.” The groundskeeper shuffled out of the dungeon chamber and the door slammed behind him, and let out a great big wail as he left the potions corridor.

Snape sighed.

“Today’s potion uses Acromantula venom, hair, and carapace in amounts that are difficult to find, notwithstanding the rarity of Acromantulas. Longbottom, why?”

“Oh, er. Um,” stammered Longbottom. “I don’t know what that is, sir,” he managed to say eventually.

Granger stuck up her hand and waved it around.

“One point from Gryffindor. Thomas, the same question. Quickly! We don’t have all day.”

Thomas shrugged.

“I don’t know either, sir. Never heard of Acromantulees, or whatever.”

“Hmm. One more point from Gryffindor. My, my, you are all on excellent form today. Weasley! For the third time, why are ingredients from Acromantulas so rare?”

“Because they’re giant, man-eating spiders, sir,” said Weasley almost immediately.

“No,” said Snape, “but as pitiful an answer as that is, it is rather better than your compatriots managed. As Weasley indicated, Acromantulas are extremely large spiders who do, at times, eat people. Unfortunately for Weasley, this is not why their ingredients are so rare. Although classified as Five-X Beasts by the Ministry, they are in fact as intelligent as humans—more intelligent than most of you, I would wager. Thus it is rather difficult—and ethically dubious—to acquire Acromantula parts. That they prefer to live only in the jungles of Asia compounds this difficulty.”

Behind Snape Mr Shafiq had taken the corpse from the box and started taking it apart and stripping it of its hair. A jar full of milky white eyes sat on the table next to him. Far from being filled with bones as Harry had thought, it was occupied by a more or less intact giant spider. He leaned over for a look.

“Despite their dangerous nature, Acromantula eyes, hair, and carapace can be used in a particularly rare potion designed to heal certain mental maladies which can arise in wizards. The potion I am going to demonstrate today is commonly known as the Lunatic’s Draught. It is incredibly expensive to brew—the venom alone would cost you two hundred Galleons for the amount required—but is capable of healing several difficult mental illnesses known under various monikers at the time of the potion’s creation.”

Snape paused to stir in a clump of Acromantula hair.

“Its expense and the rarity of its ingredients ensures it is rarely used, even for those cases where it is the only possible solution. This batch I will brew over the course of this weekend is therefore to be donated by the Hogwarts estate to St Mungo’s hospital in the hope that it can be used to treat some of its most intractably-ill patients. It is not a universal cure. For reasons still undetermined, it has no effect on madness caused through spell damage. Nevertheless it is currently the only tool we have to cure illnesses of the mind.” Snape gestured to Mr Shafiq. “My apprentice has some interest in this area; you may direct any questions on this to him, after the end of today’s session. Now, watch carefully as I add the Acromantula eyes to the potion—this is a technique which you will be required to know for your practical exam.”

Snape started to add the eyes to the giant gold cauldron full of murky, viscous fluid. Harry leaned in a bit closer to watch.

“You don’t think the giant spider bits came from the forest, do you?” Harry heard Millicent whisper to Tracey.

“I hope not!” she said.

Each eye Snape added to the potion popped as soon as it hit the solvent, splashing its jelly into the potion. While Snape busied himself with the potion, Mr Shafiq called over a smaller group of students – about half the class, with equal numbers of Slytherins and Gryffindors.

“Come and have a look at this,” Mr Shafiq said, and gestured to the still mostly-intact Acromantula corpse. Several of the students – Weasley most prominent among them – refused to look directly at it, but Harry didn’t see what the fuss was about. It was just a big, dead spider. “With most potions ingredients you have to do the processing and harvesting the Muggle way. Anyone willing to guess why? No pressure!”

Nobody offered an answer until Granger sighed dramatically and gave one.

“Residual magic from spells can interact in a negative manner with the ingredients, rendering them useless for whatever purpose they serve in the potion, Mr Shafiq.”

“Right, good answer, Miss Granger! Five points to Gryffindor. As well as that though, the process of preparation is part of the magic of the potion, yeah? So when the instructions tell you to for example ‘squash with the flat of the knife’, if you do it differently, that produces a material difference to the potion. That’s part of why for lots of potions you need to prepare the ingredients yourself, yeah?” said Mr Shafiq as he cut more strips of carapace from the giant spider. “So for the Lunatic’s Draught the instructions say something like ‘cut one inch wide strips of carapace with a sharp ritual knife’, and if I did it with a different type of knife or cut little squares, that wouldn’t be right for the potion and would affect how it turns out. Does that make sense?”

Mr Shafiq didn’t wait for a response and instead carried right on with his little lecture, all while cutting the Acromantula into little strips.

“So we think this Acromantula and his mates died fighting a unicorn in the Forest,” he said. “We think that because there was a lot of unicorn blood and hair at the scene. Does anyone know why we had to clean the blood away thoroughly before we could even think about using any of the parts?”

“Because it would ruin the potion, sir?” suggested Theodore.

“Er, right… yeah, sorry, that’s not wrong, but I meant to ask, what specifically about unicorn blood is the problem? I should have said: what property of unicorn blood makes it impossible to use in potions—any potion?” Mr Shafiq nodded to himself. “That’s better,” he muttered.

Some of the students were more interested in the fact that the Acromantula – more than one Acromantula, even – had been found in the Forbidden Forest than answering the question, Millicent chief among them. Harry heard several of the gathered students whisper the name ‘Sirius Black’, so he tuned out immediately. He didn’t want to ruin possibly the only cool Potions lesson he’d get at school with crazed rumours about Sirius Black. Almost a whole minute passed before someone offered any kind of an answer, even though the little group was far from quiet.

“It’s a sin to kill a unicorn,” said Pansy eventually, in a rare display of academic initiative.

“Well, you’re on the right track,” said Mr Shafiq. “It’s actually because unicorn blood is cursed. It has remarkable healing properties, right, but if you drink it or put it in a potion, you get cursed for the rest of your life. So technically, you could use it in a potion—there are actually some Dark and highly illegal potions which use unicorn blood—but every potioneer worth his cauldron steers clear of it. Too dangerous.”

“What happened to the unicorn?” asked Granger.

Mr Shafiq shrugged.

“We didn’t find a body, so we think it won the fight and got away. Hagrid’s keeping an eye out for any wounded unicorns, though.”

“If it dies,” continued Granger, “what can be safely harvested from it? No blood, but what about anything else?”

Mr Shafiq leaned back in his chair.

“That’s a really good question, Miss Granger. The truth is, we’re not entirely sure. Nobody wants to test it, see? We know you can harvest the horn; we use powdered unicorn horn in lots of potions already! Generally from when an elderly unicorn dies of natural causes, but also when one is killed. We know the hairs are safe, even to take from a killed or dead unicorn, since we use them in wands and other things… but for anything else, no one is willing to take the gamble.” He paused. “Well, no one who writes and publishes papers, anyway. And it’s not like there are many people out there who even want to kill unicorns for any reason, yeah? Like Miss Parkinson said, it’s sinful to kill a unicorn. Nearly everyone agrees.”

“Is it the same for karkadanns?” asked Harry.

Mr Shafiq nodded.

“Yes. All unicorn species have cursed blood. The poets say it’s a sign that they are the most favoured things in all of creation!” He paused. “Right, we’ve gone a bit off track… and I think Professor Snape wants you back so you can see what he’s doing. Off you go, then!”

The ten students Mr Shafiq pulled away joined the rest of the group only to be replaced by the other half of the class. Harry was a bit disappointed to leave – Mr Shafiq was a much better teacher than Professor Snape, even if Snape was better at potions – but the brewing process for the Lunatic’s Draught did seem rather interesting. It combined all of the skills they had been learning over the course of the year, and some new ones. Watching as Snape expertly brewed the rare potion made Harry grudgingly respect his skills as a potioneer, since he made the whole thing look effortless even though there was a lot going on.

It was just a shame Snape wasn’t even half as good at teaching as he was at potions.

Theodore inched closer to Harry and leaned towards him.

“Giant spiders fighting unicorns in the forest! It’s a bit mad, isn’t it?” he whispered. “What next, the centaurs fighting invading giants?”

“There’s centaurs in the forest as well?” asked Harry.

“Well, it’s a magical creature reserve,” said Theodore. He looked as if he was about to continue, but a sharp look from Professor Snape quietened him. “Sorry, sir,” he mumbled.

Harry didn’t get a chance to ask him what else was in the forest, but he supposed giant spiders fighting unicorns was enough to be getting to grips with for now. Wizards seemed to have a completely different worldview to Muggles. Harry’s uncle liked to go on and on about ‘health and safety gone mad’, but Harry reckoned even he would balk at a forest full of ravenous spiders next to a school – let alone whatever else was in there.

Harry spent the rest of the lesson alternating between watching and listening to Snape, and imagining fights between giant spiders and unicorns in the forest. When the students streamed out of the dungeon laboratory, that was all any of the first years wanted to talk about. By the end of lunchtime, it was all anyone in the whole school seemed to be talking about.
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The next few weeks passed by quickly as a relentless march of schoolwork, flying lessons, and the odd bit of weekend fun in between all the homework. All the teachers ever spoke about were the exams that loomed over the horizon – all of them except Professor Quirrell, who hadn’t seemed to notice what time of year it was. Harry privately doubted Quirrell had bothered to write an exam.

Professor McGonagall led the charge by assigning her classes a long essay each week and, seemingly because he didn’t want to be outdone, Professor Snape assigned an essay and an ingredient case study at the end of every week. Even Professor Sprout had started to assign proper essays!

By the time the Easter holiday rolled around, Harry felt completely and utterly burned out. He felt like he’d earned himself a long, relaxing break, and he was determined to get it, despite the massive pile of homework he had yet to do.

To that end Harry had convinced Tracey and Millicent that it would be good fun to meet up with their Hufflepuff friends and have another day of games and general playing in a nice, quiet section of the dungeons.

“…so I think, after my last vision, that it was Maleficus Gnarl with poisoned Firewhisky in the Arboretum!” declared Susan. “And I’ve just won, because I’m right.”

“You have to go to Azkaban if you’re wrong,” warned Ernie. “So are you sure you want to guess now?”

Susan hesitated.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sure.” She reached forward to touch the oversized toy crystal ball at the centre of the game board, and her eyes turned milky white as she received a vision. After a minute her eyes returned to normal and she sighed. “I was wrong!” she said.

Her piece on the game board – Madame Larcenia – disappeared and reappeared in the section of the board meant to represent the wizarding prison, Azkaban.

“Who’d you guess?” asked Millicent.

“She can’t tell you that!” said Ernie, quick enough that Susan had no chance to answer. “That would ruin the game!”

Harry had absolutely no idea which of the remaining players – Susan, Ernie, or Millicent – possessed the guilty piece. He had a feeling that it wasn’t and couldn’t be Susan, since he didn’t think she was good enough an actress to be lying about who she thought the killer was, nor did he think that she would willingly send herself to Azkaban and waste one of her lives. As he had already been knocked out for his second completely wrong guess – Professor Porphyrius in the Orrery with an enchanted quill – he could have touched the crystal ball to receive the vision of the murder, but he thought it was more fun to wait until the end.

Tracey, however, sat there with a smug smile on her face, since she had immediately sought out the vision after being knocked out of the game. She whispered something to Justin, who had also looked at the vision, and both of them sniggered.

Ernie moved his piece – Nooky the House-Elf – from the Orrery to the Garden, then touched the crystal ball for a vision clue. After a few moments he emerged from the vision muttering to himself.  

“I know who, and how,” he said, mostly to himself as far as Harry could tell, “but if I get the where wrong, she wins the game…”

“Well, we’ve got time to play again,” said Tracey. “Dinner’s not for ages yet.”

“Right,” declared Ernie, “I’m ready to win. It was Madame Larcenia with a silk scarf, obviously; anyone with sense can see that. I thought it was in the Boudoir, you know—it fits! But it was actually in the Garden!”

Ernie touched the crystal ball and came out of the vision smirking.

“I win!”

Susan huffed.

“Ooh, I was so close! I thought you would have to think it was Millicent who was the killer because I sent myself to Azkaban! I hate Killer! Let’s play Classic next time!”

Harry touched the crystal ball to view the vision. He believed Ernie, but the ball provided totally immersive visions of the murder, and Harry wanted to see. Besides, he knew the others would be arguing the merits of Classic or Killer for a little while, so he wouldn’t miss anything anyway.

The vision showed Madame Larcenia committing the murder with a silk scarf – although not in the way Harry had expected. When he came out of the vision the conversation had moved on somewhat.

“Let’s play again,” said Millicent. “Classic, like Susan said.”

“Actually, does anyone know where the kitchens are?” asked Justin. “I heard one of the upper-years say you can get snacks there if you’re nice, and dinner is an awfully long time away.”

“It’s on this level, isn’t it?” said Tracey. “But I don’t know where…”

“It’s behind a painting,” said Harry. “I saw someone go in, so I asked Shafiq about it, and there’s this painting of some fruit in a bowl, and to get in you have to, erm, tickle the pear.”

Susan giggled.

“Really? You just—you really have to tickle a pear? Not even a password?”

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah, well, that’s what he said, anyway. I did see someone do it, as well… And they didn’t use a password. Might as well give it a go, right?” he said.

The children gathered up the various bits and pieces of the games they had brought with them and put them away, then Harry led them towards the kitchens.

“Who works in the kitchens, anyway?” Harry asked. “It is elves, right? That’s what everyone says but I’ve never seen one… Although I suppose I don’t actually know what they look like, so maybe I have.”

“You aren’t supposed to see elves,” said Ernie. “It’s the mark of a good elf that you only ever see the results of their work and never the work itself, you know.”

“Does your family have an elf, Ernie?” asked Tracey.

“Well, of course we do,” he said. “The Macmillans are an old family! Our elves were bound to our home centuries ago. We only own two at the moment though—Blippy and her baby, Bloppy. Mum says we might want to get Blippy a companion, but Dad says two is enough for us.”

“What do you mean, ‘own?’” asked Justin. “That sounds like… well…” he looked towards Harry.

“Slavery,” said Harry. “The Muggles banned that ages ago, you know.”

“It’s not slavery!” said Ernie.

“Are the elves paid? Do they get time off? Can they decide to quit?” asked Justin.

“Well, no,” Ernie said. “But it’s not like that,” he protested. “Elves don’t want to have those things! They don’t want to be paid, they just like working—it’s not the same thing at all.” Ernie looked towards Susan. “Help a chap out, will you?”

“He’s right,” said Susan eventually. “It’s not like when Muggles had slaves! Some people don’t treat their elves nicely but it’s—well, my Aunt Amelia said that elves need to work for wizards! They don’t like living on their own, see, they have to live in wizard houses… We have an elf and she’s part of the family.”

“It still sounds like slavery to me,” said Harry, “but if the elves like it… I dunno,” he said. He shrugged. It wasn’t something he could fix right that moment, so he put it out of his mind. “Anyway, the kitchens are just up here—”

Harry paused when he saw a hunched over adult form swaying just beyond the kitchen portrait.

“Oh, her,” he said. “That’s the Divination Professor, what’s her name—Trelawney,” he whispered to his friends. “I think she might be drunk.”

Tracey giggled.

“Really? In the middle of the day?”

“She’s got some bottles, look.” Millicent pointed towards the bottles she held in her hands and had stuffed in her robe pockets.

Professor Trelawney turned and stared right at the six children.

“Who are you? Where am I? What’s going on here?” she demanded. She brandished one of her bottles and used it as a pointer. “Tell me!”

“Merlin, she really is up in the air without a broom,” muttered Ernie.

“You’re outside the kitchens, Professor,” said Susan. “We’re just first years, we were playing…”

“First years? Professor? Kitchens? I don’t… what’s happening…?” Trelawney slumped against the wall and slid down to the floor. She held her head in her hands and groaned. After a few moments, she whipped her head around to regard the children again. “Who are you? Where am I? What’s going on here?”

Harry slowly backed away.

“You’re at Hogwarts, Professor,” Susan tried again. “Outside the kitchens—we’re just a bunch of first years, I’m Susan Bones… we were just playing games and we found you outside the kitchens. Do you want us to get some help?”

“No, that can’t be… I don’t understand,” said Trelawney. “Hogwarts…”

Trelawney started to wail.

“I don’t think she’s drunk,” Harry said. “Something seems wrong…”

“You don’t think it could have been—” Tracey glanced at Harry. “—Sirius Black, do you?”

Harry grimaced. He certainly hoped not – as embarrassing at it would be for Trelawney to be found drunk by a bunch of first years that was the better outcome for Harry. Better by far. Black running around the castle wasn’t something he wanted to think about – yet again.

“Maybe we should find a teacher,” suggested Justin. “Well, you know, a different one…”

“Professor Snape is closest,” said Millicent. “His office is near here.”

“Right, well… you chaps go grab Snape, and we’ll watch her, yeah?” said Ernie. He gestured to the Slytherins. “Since he’s… you know.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry, although in truth he didn’t feel that much better about bothering Snape during the holidays than he suspected Ernie and the other Hufflepuffs did. Still, he know that they couldn’t just leave Trelawney where she was, and whatever was wrong with her did seem like the sort of problem one went to a teacher about instead of a prefect.

It was just a shame that Snape was the closest teacher.

The three Slytherins hurried towards Snape’s office, and although Harry did know the general location, he had never actually been inside – thankfully, he had never been called there like some of his classmates.

“I saw Trelawney having a weird conversation with Quirrell over Christmas,” said Harry as they walked through the dungeons. “That wasn’t the first time I ever saw her—she doesn’t come to meals usually but she was at Christmas lunch. She’d had a bit to drink then. When I saw her with Quirrell, Quirrell was being really strange, asking her about prophecies and stuff. Wouldn’t leave her alone. He wanted to walk her back to her rooms, but she wasn’t interested. She had bottles with her then, too, and she was drunk, worse than at the Christmas feast… but she wasn’t acting like she was just now, so I definitely don’t think it’s from alcohol.”

“I have seen drunk people act like that before, though,” said Tracey. “There’s a Squib that lives in my village, he gets drunk and wanders through the streets all the time. Mam always says to stay away from him, but Nan says he’s harmless…”

“Was Quirrell being stranger than normal when you saw him?” asked Millicent.

“I don’t know,” said Harry. He shrugged. It was difficult to tell with Quirrell what was usual and what was strange. “He’s always really weird… but I think so. He was being really pushy.”

“D’you reckon we should say about that to Snape?” wondered Tracey aloud.

Harry paused. “Yeah, maybe. But they were just talking… I wouldn’t want to go starting rumours.”

Quirrell was an odd man, but Dumbledore had given him a job – twice – and it seemed far more likely to Harry that Trelawney had had an accident or been attacked by Sirius Black than it having anything to do with Quirrell.

“I think you should say something,” said Millicent. “I know he’s a teacher now but one of the fifth years said he was creepy when he was at school. It wasn’t that long ago either—she was in school with him just a few years ago.”

When they reached the door, all three of them hesitated. Although kinder to his own students in Slytherin, few of them ever wanted to go to his office unless absolutely necessary.

“You should knock, Harry,” said Tracey. “He likes you better than me.”

“Are you mental? He hates me!” said Harry. Snape never treated Harry especially harshly – especially not in comparison to the way he was with Gryffindors like Longbottom – but Harry noticed the look Snape always gave to him, and it wasn’t a very nice one.

“You’re both babies,” declared Millicent. She banged on the door.

“You may enter,” said Snape after what felt to Harry like an entire lifetime.

Harry lingered outside the door until Millicent shook her head and barged through it.

“Sorry to bother you, Professor Snape,” she said immediately, “but it’s an emergency!”

“Well?”

Millicent shoved Harry forward, and he glared at her.

“Oh, er—we were playing games with Ernie and Susan and Justin—from Hufflepuff?—and when we were coming back through the dungeons near the kitchens we saw the Divination professor and she didn’t look very well, sir, so we stopped to ask her if she was alright,” said Harry, “but she sounded really confused and kept asking us where she was. When we left to come get you, she was sat on the floor upset that she was in Hogwarts.”

“Say about the Quirrell thing,” whispered Tracey.

“Oh! And at Christmas time, when I was—” Harry paused, not wanting to admit to sneaking about the castle after dark, “er, when I was going back to the Common Room one night, I saw Professor Quirrell talking to her, asking her about Seeing and stuff. They were both acting really weird, Professor. I wasn’t going to say anything—it seemed private, but…”

“Miss Bulstrode, Miss Davies, you may wait outside. I must speak further with Mr Potter,” said Snape. “Out!”

“Sir?” asked Harry when the girls had left.

“Look at me, Potter,” said Snape. “Now, tell me, as much as you remember: what did Professor Quirrell and Professor Trelawney speak about when you saw them?”

“Quirrell was just—I mean Professor Quirrell, sorry, sir—asking her about the things she was Seeing, and she said something about seeing death, and Quirrell asked her if she saw him die. She said, er, I think that she’d never looked? She was drunk, I think, and he asked her if he could walk her back to her quarters, but she went into the kitchens instead. He waited around for a bit and then he just left.” Harry tried to remember any other details, but he couldn’t think of any. At least none he wanted to say – Quirrell had waited on the stairs up from the cellars, but Harry couldn’t mention that without incriminating himself. So he thought what he’d said was already enough. “I think that’s it, sir. You don’t think Professor Quirrell did—”

“I do not believe there is any evidence of that,” said Snape. “It is most likely a private discussion between two colleagues that you happened to overhear, and nothing at all to concern yourself with, Potter. Do you understand?”

Harry nodded. “Yes, sir.” Harry paused. “Sir—do you think maybe—could Sirius Black have got into the castle again and—”

“Perhaps,” said Snape simply, giving away nothing about what he actually thought. “Such concerns should give you reason to move about the castle in a more … careful … manner than you otherwise do, alone at night.” Snape stared right at Harry, a look so piercing Harry had to look away.

“Nevertheless, I shall award ten points to Slytherin for you and each of your friends for bringing this to me right away,” said Snape. It was, Harry thought, the very first time Snape had given him points. Perhaps a bit unfair that he hadn’t given any to the Hufflepuffs, but that was Snape all over. “Speak nothing of this; it would not do to besmirch what little reputation Professor Trelawney has left. Is that clear?”

Harry nodded again.

Snape put the parchment he’d been working on into a drawer and stood up.

“Come with me.”

Snape left his office and Harry, along with Tracey and Millicent, followed him back through the dungeons towards the kitchens where their Hufflepuff friends waited with the ailing Divination professor. As Harry, Snape, and the others returned to entrance to the kitchens Trelawney sat against the wall, rocking. She cried into into her hands, choked sobs interspersed with that horrible keening wail.

“No, no, no…” she said. “The Curse… It is the Curse of Cassandra… I am victim!” wailed Trelawney.

“She started crying not long after the others went to get you, Professor Snape,” said Ernie. “She just keeps crying and saying she’s cursed. We weren’t sure what to do…”

Snape knelt in front of the crying woman and took out his wand. He performed a series of wordless spells on her, and then tried to get her to look at him. When she managed it, he pointed his wand right at her and muttered something too quietly for Harry to make out the incantation.

Snape got to his feet and pulled the confused professor up from the cold dungeon floor.

“Sybill, you are at Hogwarts. You have been in an—an accident,” he said. “Come with me to the Hospital Wing so that Poppy can see to your condition.” Snape turned towards the children. “Your discretion in this matter is noted. You may return to your … play.” He waved them off.

Although they had been given permission to continue playing, after seeing Trelawney in such a state none of the six children really felt like returning to their games. Instead, after a stilted conversation, the two groups went to their separate Common Rooms to wait until dinner.

*

Trelawney’s accident and the potential for it to have been the result of another infiltration of the castle by Sirius Black brought with it a greatly increased Auror presence, and the end of Hogsmeade weekends for the upper years for the remainder of the year. That didn’t bother Harry and his friends, since first years weren’t allowed to go to Hogsmeade anyway. Nevertheless it cast a pall over the whole school, which was only slightly improved by the advent of Easter Sunday itself, and the Easter half-term break.

Easter Sunday at least brought with it a nice little haul of Easter eggs for Harry and the other boys in his dormitory. Harry’s aunt – and uncle, whose money it was, although Harry knew it would have been Petunia doing the choosing – sent him Cadbury eggs, a selection of different sweets, and a little card, which Harry had expected. Neither of them especially religious, Harry’s aunt or uncle never went to church, but did always mark Easter with some eggs and a nice meal. What was a lot more interesting was when Harry found an assortment of more magical chocolate eggs from a range of different chocolatiers. Unlike the rather more plain wrapping on his Cadbury eggs, the wizarding eggs had magically animated animals such as dragons, phoenixes, and unicorns on the wrapping, including a dazzling array of creatures he didn’t recognise.

As Blaise tucked into an exquisitely decorated egg, he glanced over at Harry.

“Oh, my mum did say something about… well, have a try of one—it’s real Bavarian chocolate, made by elves! We have them every year!”

“Er, thanks a lot!” said Harry. Was he supposed to have got his friends eggs, too? No one had said anything, so he hadn’t. He felt like a bit of pillock. He reached out to grab one of the boxes, and saw the note that came attached.


  Dear Harry, 



  These chocolate eggs are expertly made, using a secret recipe known only to the elves. They only make one hundred eggs each year. Thank you for being such a good friend to my son.



  Yours sincerely,



  Livia Zabini


Harry opened the box and took out a chocolate bar wrapped in a waxy wrapper painted with dancing house-elves and took a bit. It was before breakfast, but the rules seemed different enough on Easter Sunday that chocolate seemed appropriate. Immediately a warm, fuzzy feeling filled his entire body, as the best chocolate he had ever tasted melted into his mouth. Unlike Muggle chocolate, this particular bar felt almost quivering with flavour, and it didn’t stop at just his tongue.

“These are really good,” he said between mouthfuls of chocolate. Harry checked the box to see there were two eggs inside, along with another two chocolate bars.

I’ll save those for later, he thought.

Harry picked up another box of eggs, this one wrapped in a kind of waxy paper with animated bees on it. He read the tag.


  For Harry,



  Happy Easter from the Macmillan family,



  Kind regards,



  Algernon, Mairi, and Ernest


Harry hadn’t been expecting anything like this – something from his aunt and uncle of course, as they usually did at Easter – and didn’t know quite what to do. He supposed it would be appropriate to send a letter saying thank you to Blaise’s mum and Ernie’s family; that was surely the least he could do considering that he hadn’t got anything for either of them.

“What’s everyone’s plans for today?” asked Draco. He was surrounded by a mountain of eggs and other bits of confectionery, all of which looked far too expensive and fancy to Harry to actually eat. Most of them looked like ornaments rather than sweets. “The weather board said it’s sunny all day, so I thought we should grab the girls and all go sit by the lake.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Blaise. “Not a terrible idea. Harry?”

Harry shrugged. It did sound pleasant, although spending the morning with Pansy or Draco didn’t rank especially highly on his list of things he wanted to do. If everyone else was going, though, he thought it could still be a fun day.

He said as much.

“Yeah, alright. We should ask the girls though. Didn’t Daphne say they were going to have a pyjama party?”

“Oh, you’re right,” said Draco. “Crabbe! Go see if the girls are up for the lake, would you?”

As usual, Vincent did what Draco asked without complaint. Harry thought it a little unfair that the other boy was always relegated to being Draco’s assistant, but the dynamic had apparently existed long before the boys arrived at school, so he doubted it would change now.

When Vincent had left, Draco spoke again.

“I wonder what they’ve done about that professor they found yesterday,” he said, speaking about Trelawney. Harry hadn’t said anything about his involvement in it – Snape had implied that would be best, and the others had all agreed not to say anything either. To Harry, it felt like private business. After all, who could say they would want everyone talking about them going mad and wandering around the school? Of course, news of Trelawney’s condition had managed to spread around the school almost immediately despite that, given the circumstances.

“St Mungo’s probably,” said Theodore. “She went mad, didn’t she? So she might not be coming back.”

“I asked Gemma Farley,” said Blaise, “since they tell prefects things sometimes, and all she said was Trelawney had an accident, or something like that. D’you reckon it’s a side-effect of being a Seer? Or do you think it was something to do with Black?”

“Is she even a Seer?” scoffed Draco. “All the uppers say it’s just a doss class. Maybe she’s faking it.”

“She can probably do the basic stuff like scrying and horoscopes,” said Theodore, “even if she isn’t a Seer. Anyone can do those bits.”

Harry didn’t know all that much about Divination. As much as it pained him to agree with one of Draco’s opinions, almost everyone said Divination was pointless unless you were a ‘true Seer’, which was meant to be extraordinarily rare and couldn’t be taught anyway. And Draco had at least steered the conversation away from one about Sirius Black, which had been growing incredibly tiresome over the past few weeks.

“People say she only got the job because she made a proper prophecy,” said Blaise. “It makes sense though, doesn’t it? Why would anyone employ a Divination teacher who can’t See?”

“Well, we are talking about Dumbledore,” said Draco. He sighed. “Where’s Crabbe? We’re wasting the morning sat here in bed!”

“You could have gone yourself if you thought it would be faster,” Harry pointed out. “And we’re not even ready to go. We’re all in pyjamas.”

Draco rolled his eyes. Nevertheless, he did start looking for an appropriate set of robes to wear, so Harry considered the exchange a win for him. Soon enough all four of the boys left in the dorm were dressed and ready to spend the day lounging at the edge of the lake. They just had to wait for Vince to return with news of what the girls wanted to do.

Harry spent the time playing cards with Blaise while Draco paced and Theodore read a thick, old-looking book covered in copious amounts of dust – although on second glance, Harry thought the book itself was creating the dust rather than being simply covered in it. He wondered idly what it was about.

Eventually Vince came back.

“The girls want to come,” he said. “I had to ask Gloria from second year to go in though, and she said we owe her a favour now…”

“Ugh, you dunderhead,” said Draco. “Well, nothing to do for it now, I suppose. And you owe her the favour, not us. Remember that. Let’s get going.”

All the boys left the dormitory to go wait for the girls in the Common Room. It took the girls another half an hour to get ready to go, but eventually the Viper group first years found their way into the queue for the Dark Detector. After being confirmed safe they poured out onto the grounds to look for a spot by the lake.

Harry thought it would have been much better if they had left earlier: it seemed as if half the castle had the exact same idea to go and sit by the lake, and all the nicest spots were already taken. They’d even had to wait in a massive queue for the Dark Detector. After a few minutes of searching, and more than a few minutes arguing about the decision, the first years managed to select a spot closer to the Forest than most of them felt comfortable with, but which did at least have a sturdy tree for them to sit against.

Harry had looked forward to spending the morning eating chocolate and lounging next to the lake, but all any of his classmates appeared to want to talk about was Trelawney and her mysterious accident. Harry, along with Tracey and Millicent, sat there more or less silently as the others concocted ever more implausible scenarios involving the professor.

“Maybe she looked into her crystal ball and saw a vision that sent her mad,” suggested Daphne. “I heard it happens to Seers sometimes.”

“She’s probably not even a real Seer,” sneered Pansy. “Everyone knows she’s just a drunkard.”

“I don’t think that’s fair,” said Tracey. “I know everyone says she drinks, but no one says she’s drunk in lessons.”

“Oh, what would you know?” said Pansy. “I heard it from the girls in fourth year. They said they could smell it in her tea in lessons. Victoria was there as well.”

“That’s right,” added Victoria Runcorn. “And if they could smell it in lessons then you just know she has a problem.”

“Maybe,” said Blaise. “But you don’t go mad from drinking a bit too much brandy, do you? They said she was fully bonkers, like she didn’t even know where she was! We’ve all seen drunken uncles, but in the morning they go back to normal—mostly.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Draco.

Harry grew increasingly bored and more than a little frustrated with the topic of conversation. Snape hadn’t seemed to think Trelawney’s condition was a result of her drinking, and although he hadn’t shared his thoughts about what it was with Harry, Harry didn’t think it was either. It felt increasingly likely, to Harry at least, that Sirius Black had been involved. He’d got into the castle once, after all. Maybe he’d come back, and the Divination professor had been unlucky enough to get in his way.

Or maybe he’d been looking for prophecies. Or… well, it could be anything, really; Harry had next to no idea what motivated a wizard like Sirius Black, only that it couldn’t be anything good.

“They don’t send you to St Mungo’s for a hangover,” said Harry. He paused. “Well, maybe they do, but it seems like the sort of thing you could go to the Hospital Wing for, right?”

“Well, that’s probably true,” said Daphne after a few moments. “I bet Madame Pomfrey does keep all those potions around for the teachers. We have them in the potions cabinet at home, so they must have them here.”

Harry zoned out of the conversation as it erupted into an argument over whether or not Hogwarts professors or their apprentices were allowed to be given anti-hangover potions and stared into the Forest. He found it quite mad that they were all sat there knowing that it contained man-eating giant spiders, but as none of the teachers seemed to find it all that concerning, Harry supposed it wasn’t such a big deal. It was presumably safe enough, given that there had never been an incident before, although Harry did wonder.

Not too far from the edge of the Forest stood a large hut, or a very small house, which Harry thought belonged to the Groundskeeper. Jets of flame kept popping out of the narrow chimney every so often, which Harry thought didn’t look especially safe in light of the house’s wooden nature. He supposed it could have been charmed safe, but it still felt like an unwise choice to burn such a large fire in such a small wooden space.

Harry nibbled a piece of chocolate and blissfully ignored the current topic of conversation. The pumpkin patch that had provided pumpkins for Hallowe’en had been planted with something, maybe even pumpkins for next year’s Hallowe’en – Harry had no idea when they were usually planted. He did wonder why they were grown outside the Groundskeeper’s hut instead of in the many greenhouses, but perhaps the greenhouses were only used for magical plants.

Or maybe the Groundskeeper liked to grow pumpkins. Harry supposed there were stranger things going on at Hogwarts than that.

A flicker of yellow-orange flame caught Harry’s attention again, forcing his gaze away from the vegetable patch and back at the misshapen wooden house. Flames licked all around the wooden building, dancing higher and higher.

Harry nudged Theodore.

“The Groundskeeper’s house is on fire,” he said. “Look.”

“Oh, Merlin,” said Theodore. The already quite pale boy turned even whiter. “That can’t be good.”

“Should we do something?” asked Harry, although he wasn’t sure exactly what they could do. He didn’t know the spell to conjure water, and none of them had a bucket to get water from the lake. One by one the other Slytherins and many of the other students enjoying a bit of peace on the grounds started to notice the rapidly burning hut.

Thankfully, Harry realised he didn’t need to help when the hut’s owner, Hagrid, burst out of the burning shell of the building swearing. He wailed as the small house, which as far as Harry knew was the man’s only home and contained all of his possessions, burned down.

The large man stood, almost as if frozen, as he watched the building burn. In the distance Harry could hear shouting that sounded like some of the professors, but as the hut burned to the ground, Harry could swear he saw something still alive inside the conflagration.

“That’s a dragon!” he shouted. He’d never seen a living specimen before, but he knew what they looked like, and Hagrid had a baby dragon sat in what had once been his fireplace. “A bloody dragon!”

“It really is!” said Millicent. “Bonkers.” She stood up and brushed past Harry for a better look.

“Who keeps a dragon inside a wooden house?” said Pansy.

“An imbecile,” said Draco.

By that point some of the teachers and one of the Aurors had arrived at the site of the fire and had started putting it out. All of them had noticed the dragon, though Harry thought it would have been hard not to notice the screeching, fire-breathing lizard sat amidst the burning building.

“Oh, Hagrid,” Harry heard McGonagall say. “What have you done?”

“E’s only a baby!” said Hagrid. “I didn’ think…”

“Oh, Hagrid,” said McGonagall again, “you never do.” She shook her head and turned towards Flitwick. “We’ll have to sedate the dragon. Stunning spells on the count of three?”

The small professor nodded in agreement.

“Just the two of us should do it on one this small!” he said.

The two professors kept on talking as they moved closer to the dragon, but they soon moved too far away for Harry to hear what they said. Seconds later twin jets of red light shot at the dragon hatchling, and it fell still in its bed of ashes and twisted metal which used to be Hagrid’s home.

“It took two stunners to bring it down!” shouted Millicent. “Only two! I heard full-grown dragons need ten or twenty wizards to keep them controlled.” She paused. “Well, I suppose it was from McGonagall and Flitwick, and it’s a baby, but still…”

“Yeah,” said Theodore. “We’re lucky it didn’t get any bigger, or it would have been loads more resistant to magic…”

“Where do you even get a dragon from, though?” asked Tracey, bewildered. “Like aren’t the eggs meant to be really illegal?”

“Well, he probably knows all sorts of criminals and the like,” said Draco. “I mean, look at him—the man’s a half-wit and clearly not fully human. I bet he had something to do with the Acromantulas in the bloody Forest. What do you expect from someone like that?”

A few murmurs of agreement coursed through the group. Harry thought Draco’s assessment a little unfair, although probably not entirely inaccurate from what Harry had seen. Even he knew that it was illegal to breed and own dragons, and he had only known about their existence for less than a single year. Harry did feel some sympathy for the man – his house had just burned down, after all, and he was probably going to go to prison. Even so, the situation felt wholly avoidable.

“It’s been an eventful Easter, hasn’t it?” said Blaise cheerfully. “One teacher goes mad, and the groundskeeper gets done for keeping an illegal dragon!”

“It’s like I keep saying,” said Draco, “under Dumbledore this school’s gone to the dogs. Invasions from a wanted murderer, unqualified teachers, man-eating spiders, and now a dragon! This’ll see the silly oaf sacked, if Dumbledore wants to keep his own job. Dragons at a school?”

“It was only a baby dragon,” said Millicent, shrugging. “And how often do you get to see one of those?”

“That’s not the point,” said Pansy. “A proper teacher could have handled one, but the groundskeeper can’t even do magic! He’s not allowed.”

“This is boring,” declared Daphne. She turned towards Harry and offered him a piece of chocolate. “Want to trade one of your bars for mine? I’ve been dying to try the Dancing Elf Easter batch but we haven’t managed to get on the list. Mine are Honkle’s Finest, so you won’t be getting something worse, just different.”

“Yeah, okay,” Harry said. He took the still-wrapped bar of chocolate Daphne offered him and swapped it for one of his own Dancing Elf bars that Blaise’s mum had bought for him. He unwrapped the bar carefully to preserve the wrapper, and then took a bite. The chocolate was every bit as good as the Bavarian stuff, but had some sort of spice mix added to it that gave it a nice, and very different, feel. As the chocolate made its way to his stomach he could feel it leave a tingly warmth behind which quickly spread through the rest of his body.

“This is really good,” he said.

This exchange prompted some of the others to begin chocolate trades of their own, and soon enough discussion turned to whose chocolate was the best rather than the situation with the groundskeeper and the illegal dragon hatchling – at least until a distraught Hagrid and his dragon hatchling walked past with a gaggle of teachers led by the Auror on Black-watch.

“I wonder what’s going to happen to the dragon,” said Millicent after it had gone.

“Sent to the Ministry, I should think,” said Theodore. “Destroyed, maybe sent to a reserve if it’s lucky.”

Harry was, however, more interested in what would happen to Hagrid than the dragon. As novel as seeing a dragon hatchling was, Harry assumed they would simply send it to a dragon reserve of some kind, since most dragons were apparently endangered. Dragon breeding was illegal, after all, and it had burned down school property, so Harry assumed Hagrid would receive some sort of punishment. Would the giant man be sent to the wizard prison? Harry hoped not. Everything he had heard suggested it was an awful, awful place suitable only for the vilest of criminals, and the groundskeeper seemed careless more than horrible. If Azkaban was where the wizards like Sirius Black was sent, it seemed entirely inappropriate for something like illegally keeping a dragon.

Especially since no one had been hurt.

The thoughts eventually faded away and Harry spent the rest of his morning up until lunch lounging at the edge of the lake with his friends eating chocolate.
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At breakfast on Monday, representatives from the Ministry including several Aurors – Aurors who had never been assigned to the school throughout the year – arrived at the school to collect Hagrid the Groundskeeper. Harry found it particularly strange that they intended to do so at breakfast in view of the entire school, but nobody else seemed to share his view. Instead, most of his friends and the upper years insisted that the Ministry liked to be seen to do the right things.

“Aurors Proudfoot and Dawlish here to collect Rubeus Hagrid for transportation to Azkaban Prison on suspicion of illegally breeding a dragon,” announced one of the pair of Aurors at the head of the Ministry delegation once it had reached the Head Table.

They’d sent a Howler ahead of them, which Harry thought excessive – or at least he had before he’d seen the delegation itself. Of course, the Howler hadn’t mentioned Azkaban.

“On the order of Amelia Bones, Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement. Warrant signed and dated.” The man strode forward and stood before the dais on which the teacher’s table sat, and brandished a small piece of parchment at Hagrid.

“No, yeh can’—” protested Hagrid. “Not Azkaban!” The large man stood as if to flee.

“Hagrid,” said Dumbledore, “please. You must comply, or it will be worse.”

“But—but Azkaban… Never again, Professer.” Hagrid started to cry.

Professor McGonagall placed her hand on the giant man’s arm and whispered something to him. Eventually, he nodded.

“Alrigh’,” he said. “I’ll go wi’ yeh.” Hagrid took a deep breath and joined the Ministry delegation, part of which detached from the rest to take Hagrid into custody. Two of the Aurors, the ones Harry assumed were Dawlish and Proudfoot, marched Hagrid out of the Great Hall immediately. The others, along with the remaining Ministry representatives, stayed.

One of them, a small woman dressed head to toe in garish pink robes and an ugly little bow, stepped forward and addressed Professor Dumbledore.

“Hem, hem,” the witch said. “Madam Dolores Umbridge, Senior Undersecretary to the Minister, speaking with the full authority of the Minister for Magic, Cornelius Fudge.” Umbridge paused, as if waiting for some sort of recognition or acknowledgement. Dumbledore gave her none. Visibly flustered, she continued.

“By order of the Minister, and the Department for the Control of Magical Creatures, with assistance from the Department of Magical Education, I must produce a warrant for an exploratory expedition into the Hogwarts Forest Reserve in search of the XXXXX-rated species Acromantula.” Umbridge looked around the room, and at each of the members of staff sat at the head table as if sizing up a gaggle of naughty children. “The Ministry has received dozens of credible reports of the presence of dangerous, unregistered, and illicit creatures living within the Reserve. This cannot be tolerated, and we demand access to the Reserve immediately to ascertain the level of risk and, to be frank, irresponsibility present. It is not the purpose of the Reserve to harbour such creatures and if the violation is severe enough, it may of course result in the revocation of the Reserve Charter.”

A wave of sounds ran out through the Great Hall as the students reacted to the Undersecretary’s words. Dumbledore immediately quieted the room with a gesture, and stood.

“By all means, the Ministry has my express permission to explore the Forest,” he said. “It is regrettable, however, that the one man capable of leading such an expedition safely and within the bounds of the Reserve Charter has recently been escorted to Azkaban. It is wholly inadvisable to travel within the Forest without Mr Hagrid as a guide, lest you accidentally intrude upon the territory of the local centaur herd—which is, I should not need to remind you, theirs by ancient treaty obligation. Mr Hagrid is, of course, the designated intermediary between the centaur herd and the Ministry, as the Groundskeeper and Keeper of the Keys at Hogwarts. I would also question the wisdom of embarking upon such an expedition given the status of the Ministry’s current search for Sirius Black, who has been sighted in the area, but that is, of course, up to the Ministry and specifically the Department of Magical Law Enforcement whose resources have been stretched quite thinly enough.”

Umbridge dropped her sickly-sweet demeanour briefly at the mention of centaurs, but managed to plaster a false smile across her face before speaking again.

“Nevertheless, we have a warrant, and the expedition must occur this afternoon. The Board of Governors has been contacted and has, naturally, given its unanimous approval. Need I remind you—”

“You need not, Madam Undersecretary,” said Dumbledore. “The Ministry may go about its business as it sees fit. I would only ask of you all,” said Dumbledore, and he turned his gaze away from Umbridge and to the other Ministry representatives, “to exercise the utmost caution when searching the Forest and, if you encounter the centaurs, give them the respect due. They are not especially fond of adult wizards and are apt to respond quite strongly. Alas, the terms of the treaty and the Charter are quite explicit, and—”

“Hem, hem,” interrupted Umbridge. “The Ministry is quite aware of its obligations to these… creatures.”

“Then we have nothing more to discuss,” said Dumbledore. “Now, if you do not mind, the students have had their breakfast interrupted for quite long enough, and your expedition has a long day ahead.”

Umbridge frowned at the dismissal, but as there was nothing else she could really do she turned away from Dumbledore and led the expedition out of the Great Hall. As soon as she had left, the Hall exploded into a cacophonous din as the students started to discuss what had just happened.

“That was awful,” said Daphne. “So public. That poor man!”

“Well, the Ministry does like to be seen to be doing things,” said Blaise, his statement an echo of what a dozen other students had already said in the wake of the Howler.

“I wouldn’t call him a poor man,” Draco said, “unless you mean that he doesn’t have a lot of money, of course.”

Harry ignored him and spoke before anyone could answer.

“Who was that?” said Harry. “She was horrible!”

“Mam’s worked with her before,” said Tracey. “She works for the Minister, and everyone says she’s not very nice.”

“D’you think they’re really going to go into the Forest?” asked Millicent. “They don’t look that prepared.”

Harry saw Theodore shrug from his seat opposite them.

“The DCMC is usually pretty competent,” he said. “But five-X creatures are the most dangerous ones… and the centaurs don’t like people trespassing on their land. It could all go really wrong.”

“Well, I’m glad someone is finally doing something about all the nonsense here,” said Draco from next to Theodore. “Maybe finally Dumbledore will get what’s coming to him.”

“What will they even do if they find the colony, though?” asked Harry, keen to avoid a rant from Draco. “They can’t just—I mean, there’s got to be loads of them in there, right? So they can’t just kill them all?”

“That Umbridge woman doesn’t look all that good with a wand,” said Theodore, “but they’ve got some Aurors with them… She did say it was only an exploratory expedition though, didn’t she?”

“You don’t just go in to have a chat with an Acromantula, though!” scoffed Millicent.

Draco, seeing that his comments about Dumbledore and even Hagrid himself failed to get any purchase from this part of the group, turned towards Pansy and Vincent instead. Harry heard him say ‘Father’ this and ‘Board of Governors’ that, but managed to tune him out. Draco could and would go on for ages like that, and most of the first years knew by now it was best to just stop listening if at all possible.

“Can you imagine the centaurs and unicorns fighting the giant spiders?” said Millicent. “And I’ve heard there are werewolves living in there too!”

“Werewolves are only wolves at the full moon,” said Theodore idly as he ate his breakfast. Millicent didn’t look convinced.

“There are forest trolls in there too, aren’t there?” added Blaise. “I’m sure I heard one of the third years say something like that.”

“What’s the difference between a forest troll and a mountain troll?” asked Harry. He’d heard of mountain trolls, of course; everyone at school had during the attack at Hallowe’en.

“Forest trolls live in forests and mountain trolls live on mountains?” offered Blaise, although it seemed more a question than a statement.

Harry rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, okay, fair enough.”

“Well, I don’t know, do I?” said Blaise. “I’m not a Trollologist.”

“Forest trolls are smaller and eat mostly tree bark and insects,” said Theodore. He paused. “Although I don’t think they could eat an Acromantula.”

The discussion grew ever more ridiculous after that, with everyone contributing new scenarios where various different creatures which lived – or could possibly live – in the Forest ended up fighting, sometimes with Sirius Black, and other times with the Ministry expedition. By the time breakfast had finished, almost all the first year Slytherins – and a large number of students from other years and Houses – wanted to head out to the edge of the Forest to watch for the Ministry delegation.

It seemed to Harry like half the student body ended up sat by the side of the lake watching for the Ministry witches and wizards to come back from the Forest, but there hadn’t been any activity from the Forest over the course of the whole day. To look at the dark mass of trees nothing at all strange was going on inside, or at least nothing stranger than usual. By dinner time, still no one had emerged from the Forest, and it was the talk of the whole school. People began to place bets on when – and if – the Ministry expedition would get out of the Forest and by the end of the day several of the older students had collected quite the list of betters with hefty sacks of coin to match.

The next day saw just as many students waiting at the edge of the Forest, but after yet another full day of disappointment, interest began to wane. The upper years all had rather a lot of work to do, according to them at least, so by the third day it was mainly first and second who were still invested enough in the outcome of the Forest expedition to wait at the Forest edge.

And not even the first and second years were overly concerned, as most of them had brought other things to keep themselves occupied with, from books to games and other things. It seemed as if the Ministry delegation had gotten itself well and truly lost within the Forest.

Just after lunchtime on the third day, several dirty and tired wizards and witches emerged from the Forest. Millicent noticed them first, having been much more interested in their fate than the other first years who were playing a card game, Harry included. She pointed it out excitedly.

“Look! They’re back!” She almost jumped to her feet, knocking Harry’s cards from his hand. He glowered at her, as he’d had a winning hand and now they were all on display. He gathered them up quickly while everyone else looked towards the forest just in case the game continued.

When Harry finally got around to looking he was greeted by a grim sight.

Three members of the expedition were nowhere to be found – one of the Aurors, if Harry remembered correctly, and two of the representatives from the magical creatures department at the Ministry – but the Senior Undersecretary limped out of the Forest at the head of the reduced delegation with raggedy robes and a scowling face.

The remnants of the Ministry delegation marched past the curious onlookers without so much as a word, and headed straight for the Entrance Hall. Most of them looked more exhausted than angry, although Madam Umbridge more than made up for that. She positively bristled with rage, alternating between muttering darkly and shooting scathing looks at the various gathered students.  The expedition brushed right past the Auror on duty without being checked by the Dark Detector. Groups of interested students – literally all of them who had been outside on the grounds, it seemed to Harry – followed them at a safe distance, all Dark Detection protocol forgotten and ignored even by the Auror on post, until they reached the Great Hall where several of the teachers were supervising a structured homework session.

“You!” shrieked Umbridge, pointing her wand at Professor McGonagall. “Where is Dumbledore? Those—those things took Auror Fawcett hostage! They ate Juniper and Crossman! This cannot be tolerated!”

“Madam, I can assure you, you will get much further if you stop pointing your wand at me,” said McGonagall coolly. “This is neither the time nor the place for this discussion.”

“Where is Dumbledore?” repeated Umbridge. “Someone must be held accountable!”

“Indeed, I am sure someone will be held accountable,” said McGonagall, although her tone and the way she looked Umbridge up and down suggested it would be her rather than Dumbledore. “Now, I think we would all be better off if we moved this… conversation… to the Hospital Wing, where our mediwitch can see to you all and we can Floo the Ministry to contact Professor Dumbledore. Now, if you would…?” McGonagall gestured with her non-wand hand to the Great Hall doors that allowed passage to the rest of the castle.

Umbridge looked as if she were about to continue the argument, but instead turned on her heel and led the Ministry expedition out of the Great Hall. Several groups of students moved to follow, but stopped sheepishly when McGonagall rebuked them.

“That’s fifty points taken for anyone who dares follow them,” she said. “One hundred points if your names happen to be Fred and George Weasley.”

The Weasley twins, who were already past the Great Hall’s threshold, tiptoed back into the Hall at McGonagall’s words, and eventually sat down at the Gryffindor table pretending that they hadn’t moved at all. The Head Boy – their brother – moved to sit next to them immediately.

The first year Slytherins, bereft of any particular reason to stay outside and not wanting overly much to join the guided homework session in the Great Hall, retreated to the Slytherin Common Room chatting about what they’d just seen.

“What do you reckon will come of all that?” Blaise asked as they walked back to the dungeons. “Not a good look, is it?”

“That Umbridge woman probably wants to burn the Forest down and evict all the creatures,” Daphne said. “I suppose losing the Acromantulas wouldn’t be the worst thing, but…”

Millicent grimaced.

“But the Acromantulas are the coolest thing in the Forest!” she said.

“I don’t think they can even do anything like that,” Theodore said. “The treaty and the Charter Dumbledore mentioned probably won’t let them, and I don’t think Dumbledore would be too keen on it either.”

“We’ll find out soon enough, I suppose,” Harry said. Acromantulas couldn’t just go around killing and kidnapping Ministry officials without some sort of response. It didn’t matter, anyway, as it was still the Easter holiday and everyone wanted to enjoy what was left of it.

*

In the end nothing seemed to have come from the Ministry Expedition into the Forbidden Forest. At least, nothing public, and no more representatives came to the school, which left the status of the missing Auror questionable. But Harry supposed all that was a problem for someone else, and he only needed to worry about Sirius Black – and his homework.

The rest of the Easter half-term holiday flew by for Harry in a chaotic maelstrom of essays, library research, and assigned readings that all needed to be done and required rather a lot more work than he’d thought, and which he knew he should have started earlier on. He found himself in good company, however, as nearly all his classmates had done exactly the same thing. Madam Pince had already kicked the admittedly quite large group of Slytherin first years out of the library for excessive boisterousness twice over the last week of half-term.

Harry felt incredibly thankful that he’d sat with Theodore to finish all his homework already, as he could lounge about doing nothing in particular whilst the rest of his friends laboured like house elves to get their essays finished before dinner time on the very last day of the holiday. Instead of messing about with parchment and inkpots that spilled all too easily, Harry sank into a plush armchair near to one of the fires in the Common Room with his nose in the next Redwand book.

He didn’t want to get too into it, since dinner time was rather soon, but he’d learned by now that unless he busied himself with something when everyone else was doing homework, he’d be inundated with questions and drawn into arguments over things that could be easily looked up in one of the many textbooks littering the study tables in the Common Room.

“D’you think McGonagall will mind that my essay is only five inches instead of seven?” asked Millicent to the rest of the room. “I can’t think of anything else to put.”

“I had to trim mine down from nine!” said Daphne. “Did you put in the bit about how visual similarities invoke a spell symbolism? I got three inches from that! Well, one and a half once I cut it down.”

Millicent groaned.

“I didn’t do that because I don’t really get why it happens… Is it to do with what Flitwick said about, erm, you know, the thingy?”

“Esoteric symbolism,” said Daphne, speaking slowly, as if to a very young child. “And yes, a little bit. And what Madame Helix said in Foundational Skills, remember?”

“Can I just copy yours?”

“No!” said Daphne, aghast. She paused. “But I will tell you what to write, in a different way to how I did it, so we don’t get caught. If you want.”

“Brilliant! Thanks, Daph.”

Harry managed to get through to the end of his chapter before it was time to go for dinner, and he felt quite pleased about his progress. Some of his peers were less than thrilled at having to leave their homework behind, however.

“Oh, no!” wailed Victoria Runcorn. “I’ve not finished my charms essay yet; I’ll be up all night doing it now!”

“How much have you got left?” asked Pansy. She glanced over at the parchment. “Oh. Well, good luck… We should get to dinner if we want one of the good seats.”

Harry rolled his eyes. The first years never really got a choice on where to sit – the older students invariably pushed them to sit right at the end of the table closest to where the teachers sat – but Pansy always made a point not to sit next to certain other first years. After almost a whole school year of it, Harry had grown bored of the whole song and dance of it.

He got up from his armchair and nudged Theodore into action. The other boy could get so lost in his books that he forgot to pay attention to anything, and would sometimes miss meals if nobody grabbed him.

“It’s dinner time,” explained Harry.

Theodore nodded and joined Harry’s small group of Slytherins as they made their way to the Great Hall. Daphne was still walking Millicent through the concept of visual symbolism in transfiguration, which Harry didn’t feel like thinking about just then, and Tracey had managed to corner Blaise to talk to him about Italian magical opera of all things, so Harry tried to draw Theodore into conversation. Although the other boy was almost always companionable and Harry considered him a good friend, Harry found that if left to himself Theodore was prone to fade into the background quietly.

“You’ve finished Redwand and the Gyre of Fate already, haven’t you?” asked Harry. “Don’t tell me about the thing with the cyclops!” he warned. “But what did you think about the mermaid queen?”

Theodore grinned.

“I don’t know if I should say! She comes back later on. Have you got to the bit where they—where, you know, there’s that Muggle pirate and the Seeress?”

“Oh, yeah!” said Harry. “I just got to the bit where she says about the prophecy and the crystal ball. Don’t tell me what she says to him, though. Is that really how you do it, then? Just look in and then you see the future?”

“Sort of,” he said. “Normal wizards have to use balls and tea leaves and all that to See anything, and it usually doesn’t work like it does for True Seers. Then you’ve got Naming Seers; they have real talent but it’s not like the really famous Seers or anything.” Theodore paused and then explained after Harry made a confused face. “Some people take their babies to a Naming Seer who can kind of See a little bit about their future, so they know what to name them. It goes in and out of fashion. But the one in the book is meant to be a real Seer, one of the ones that can make true prophecies. They’re meant to just kind of See it, in visions, but there aren’t many of them these days. Trelawney’s grandmother was a real Seer; they say she predicted Grindelwald’s rise to power.”

“That must be a hard act to follow,” said Harry. “I bet that’s why she’s so…” He gestured vaguely. “You know.”

As they walked into the Great Hall, Harry glanced at the head table and forgot what he was about to say. Sat in his usual seat, and looking only a little bit disturbed, was Hagrid the Groundskeeper. The giant man looked more tired than Harry had ever seen anyone look, and although he seemed a bit jumpy, Hagrid seemed to have taken his brief spell in prison rather well. Harry hadn’t heard anything good about the wizard prison, so he assumed Hagrid was made of pretty solid stuff to come through it as anything less than a gibbering idiot.

Even if he did look a bit more unkempt than usual.

“I wonder how Dumbledore got him out,” Harry said.

“He’s the Chief Warlock,” said Theodore. He shrugged. “Doubt we’ll ever know how.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” agreed Harry.

Harry took a seat next to Blaise close to the end of the Slytherin table, and made a space for Theodore to sit. The table soon filled up, and when the last student – Florence Nettlestalk from Adder group – arrived at the table and one of her friends tried to make a space for her, Pansy interrupted with a snide comment.

“There’s no space for little girls here, Floz,” Pansy said to a chorus of giggles from some of the girls around her. She waved Florence off to the very end of the table. Harry would have just sat down, but then, Harry didn’t give a fig what Pansy thought or said.

Once everyone had arrived to dinner, the typical Sunday fare appeared on platters and dishes on each of the five tables in the Hall. Sundays usually meant roasted meat of some kind, most often chicken and pork, with the usual array of vegetables and generous helpings of gravy. Harry tucked in to his meal and dipped in and out of conversation with his friends.

Daphne had stopped talking Millicent through the missing parts of her essay to instead complain about how Millicent did her hair; uninterested in the topic generally, and specifically wanting to avoid discussion of his own unruly hair, Harry kept well away.

Fortunately, at least as far as Harry was concerned, Tracey and Blaise had moved away from their discussion of Italian magical opera to talk about Quidditch, and even Theodore had joined in.

“The Harpies will probably win the league this year,” conceded Blaise, “but the Magpies still have a chance.”

“Not when the Wasps knock them out of the running next weekend,” said Theodore. “This is the first year I haven’t seen one of their matches. Just the wireless…”

Harry did enjoy the Quidditch talk, but he hadn’t ever seen a proper professional match, and didn’t have a preferred team. Of the teams in the professional league, the Wimbourne Wasps were closest to him and he supposed they were his ‘local’ team, but he wanted to see them play before making a decision over who to support.

“The World Cup is this year, isn’t it?” said Harry. “So if you don’t manage to see the Wasps, you could still go watch a national game.”

“I did mention it to my father at Christmas,” said Theodore. He shrugged. “So maybe.”

“Dad got us tickets to see the Harpies play the Catapults just after we break up!” said Tracey. “It’s going to be amazing! A proper derby.”

“The Catapults don’t have a look in,” said Blaise dismissively. “They’re bottom of the league this year. The Harpies will destroy them.”

“Yeah, probably,” agreed Tracey. “But the Catapults’ Beaters are great at blocking the Seeker. Weren’t you saying about that technique they used last week, Harry? So the match should be exciting anyway. And it’s only an exhibition match ahead of the World Cup.”

“Oh, yeah—the Seeker Smash. They go after the opposing Seeker and stop them from even looking at the Snitch. They can only do it because their Keeper is really good and they can skimp on goal defence,” said Harry. He’d read about it in Quidditch Weekly. “But their own Seeker is terrible so they never win many points.” Harry thought back to the wireless match between the Catapults and Pride of Portree the previous week. “And sometimes it doesn’t work—they’d have lost last week on Quaffles even if they’d got the Snitch, which they didn’t.”

The conversation continued until eventually Tracey became drawn into Daphne and Millicent’s argument over hair styling, although the boys did manage to keep it up through the end of the dessert course. It ended, like every other conversation in the Hall, when Dumbledore stood up to make an announcement.

“I shan’t take overly long with my announcements this evening,” said Dumbledore, “as I know you are all longing for bed and a chance to get well-rested before the resumption of lessons tomorrow morning. Firstly I should like to welcome Mr Hagrid back, exonerated and with a full apology from the Ministry after the unpleasantness this past week.” Dumbledore paused to start a clap, which was picked up awkwardly by the teachers and eventually the students. “And secondly, it is with deep sadness that I must announce that Professor Trelawney shall not be returning to teach Divination for the remainder of this year. We all hope that she will recover as quickly as possible, but alas, she will not be ready to return tomorrow. It is with a heavy heart that I must announce all Divination lessons for students in fourth year are cancelled; Professor Trelawney’s fifth year NEWT classes and third year OWL classes will proceed as usual under the supervision of Mr Michael Killarney, whom some of you will know as Professor Trelawney’s apprentice.”

Dumbledore gestured towards the end of the Head Table where a twitchy, nervous-looking young man sat amongst the other apprentices. Harry recognised him from the Christmas Feast, although he hadn’t made much of an impression then either. Mr Killarney gave a jerky wave and then immediately looked down towards the table.

Dumbledore started and then led a round of applause for the young man, although the response from the wider student body was muted and half-hearted at best.

“I wish you all a good night and sweet dreams,” said Dumbledore, “because tomorrow, we must begin anew our collective journey to academic excellence. It is, after all, almost time for exams!”

Dumbledore sat down. Within moments students started to leave their tables and head off to their Common Rooms.

“Bad news for Trelawney,” said Blaise as the group walked back to the dungeons. “If she’s not fixed by now it could take a while…”

“Her apprentice looked a bit weird,” said Millicent.

“I heard he’s muggleborn,” said Tracey. “And a Seer! That doesn’t happen very often. It must have been hard growing up, not knowing what was happening to him!”

“I don’t think muggleborns can even have powers like that,” said Theodore. “I’ve never read about it, anyway—all the books say you only find them in old families. Maybe he’s a half-blood, and just doesn’t know?”

“Well, maybe,” said Tracey, although to Harry’s ears she didn’t sound convinced. “But I don’t see why it would be impossible. All magic has to come from somewhere first of all, doesn’t it?”

“I’ve never heard of such a thing either,” admitted Daphne. “Everyone says it’s not possible… Normal magic, obviously—they wouldn’t be allowed in Hogwarts otherwise—but the special powers are really rare even for the old pureblood families.”

“Maybe his grandparents are Squibs, or something like that,” said Blaise. “So he’s not really muggleborn, and it could have skipped a generation?”

“Why couldn’t a muggleborn have powers like that?” asked Harry. He didn’t know of any reason, but he realised that the things he didn’t know about the wizarding world would literally fill dozens of libraries’ worth of books, so felt like he should at least ask.

Theodore, Blaise, and Daphne looked towards one another, but none of them said anything for a few moments, until eventually Daphne shrugged.

“Well, some people say muggleborns steal their magic—not on purpose, but accidentally—from weak witches and wizards, so they only ever get a bit of power, and they can’t do that to anyone with real powers. I don’t believe that, of course!” said Daphne. “I was taught it’s because their magic is too new and hasn’t had time to settle yet.”

“I heard about the stealing magic thing,” said Harry. “Professor Flitwick said it was nonsense.”

“I did say that I didn’t believe in it,” said Daphne defensively. “Decent people usually don’t, of course. But it is a popular explanation…”

Harry looked towards Theodore and Blaise to get their opinions. Neither boy seemed to want to look him in the eye, although eventually Theodore did speak up.

“I have read something like that before,” he said. “I hadn’t really thought about it much,” he continued, although Harry knew Theodore well enough by then to know that the other boy was lying.

“Who cares about the Divination apprentice, anyway?” said Millicent. “Daph, can you explain to me again the—the what was it? The symbolism thing, please? I forgot what you said before and I really don’t want to hand it in to McGonagall without it…”

Daphne gave an exaggerated sigh and moved closer to Millicent.

“Of course I will. You see, it’s really quite simple…”

Harry tuned them out. He’d finished his homework already and didn’t want to hear anything that might make him think otherwise. He turned to carry on talking with Theodore and Blaise, but the other two boys had hurried along the dungeon corridor. Harry shrugged to himself, and then fell in line with Tracey.

“I still think muggleborns can be Seers,” she said. “The purebloods get like that sometimes. All ‘old families’ this, and ‘but of course muggleborns can’t’ that.” Tracey rolled her eyes. “They all pretend they’ve forgot that once, there was no such thing as purebloods, and there were still Seers and all that.”

Tracey stormed off, which left Harry alone for a few moments until he raced to catch up with her.
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The end of the Easter holiday sent Hogwarts lurching into the final weeks of the school year, and it was clear to Harry that the teachers had big plans for what little time remained. The set homework, which had already increased in amount before Easter, now wanted a complete synthesis of everything they had encountered that year – and not just in the subject in which the homework was set. Flitwick expected his students to draw on their transfiguration knowledge to answer questions fully; Snape demanded a full and proper knowledge of herbological properties and functions of ingredients; McGonagall wanted an extensive evaluation of astronomical spell synergies; and even Quirrell kept sneaking cross-subject material into his assignments in a rare display of initiative and drive which would have shocked Harry rather a lot more if he’d had the time to dwell on it.

The first years didn’t even get a break in their Common Room, as the prefects had arranged mandatory Homework Club sessions for all Slytherins after lessons every day until the exam period started – mandatory Homework Club backed and endorsed by Snape, so nobody felt able to skip it. Instead of spending his days lazing around at the edge of the lake, or playing games with his friends in the dungeons and occasionally flicking through one of his schoolbooks to revise, Harry found himself sat in an uncomfortable chair at one of the tables in the Common Room with his nose stuck in a textbook almost every day.

“They only do this because it makes them look good for Head Boy and Girl,” complained Blaise in a low whisper. “‘Slytherins look out for each other’. Bleh! They’re only in it so they can say to Snape, ‘we were so good with how we helped all the firsties with their homework! Look how amazing we are! Make me Head Boy!’”

Harry didn’t disagree, although Gemma Farley had corrected a misconception of his on the nature of switching spells that he’d been carrying on with since near enough the start of the year, so he wasn’t too angry at the prefects’ self-interest. If Harry had learned anything from his first year as a Slytherin, it was that helping someone else and helping yourself at the same time was a worthy ambition. An efficient use of everyone’s time, too.

Although Harry did miss sitting in on the Quidditch team’s practices. For whatever reason, cramming bits and pieces of history into his head that he should have paid attention to during lessons wasn’t as fun as watching the Slytherin team fly. Flint had even had them into the air a couple of times.

“Do you think we have to know the goblin leaders’ names?” Harry asked. “I keep getting ‘Gogwort’ mixed up with ‘Trogwort’.”

Blaise shrugged.

“I haven’t bothered learning them,” he said. “We can probably just get away with ‘the goblin leadership’, or something like that in the essay question.”

“It helps if you can remember that Trogwort was killed by a troll before the war ended,” said Theodore, “but Gogwort lasted the whole rebellion. So if the question is about the end of the war, it can only be Gogwort.”

“That just sounds like more to remember,” muttered Blaise. “How is that helpful?”

But Harry grunted and scratched out Theodore’s advice onto his parchment. His notes for History of Magic were a mess of dates and names, some which he could remember from classes and others which seemed entirely new to him. Daphne’s notes were much better laid out, with different kinds of things written in a different colour of ink, so the three boys had had a copy made which sat on the table in front of them as reference material.

“They really need to get a better teacher,” said Harry. “I know he doesn’t need sleep or rest or anything, because he’s dead, but…”

“That’s a thought,” said Blaise. “Do they even pay him? Who do they pay? His great-grandchildren? What does a ghost do with money?”

“I’ve been wondering how he marks our work, myself,” said Theodore. “It’s not like he can hold a quill, is it? But, we always get properly marked essays back.”

“Maybe one of the upper years does it for him? So Binns reads the work and tells whoever it is what to put down?” suggested Harry.

“Ugh. I’d hate to get saddled with that job,” said Blaise. “Can you imagine?”

“Oi! You lot, back to work!” shouted one of the fifth year prefects from the other side of the study area. “You’ll make us look bad if you fail.”

“If they care that much they should be giving Vince and Greg one-on-one sessions,” sniggered Blaise. “The rest of us would be fine…”

Harry grunted in agreement. Vince and Greg probably did need a bit of extra help, but Harry felt confident the rest of the first years could muddle through without mandatory Homework Club, even if none of the prefects would have agreed. Harry put his head down and returned to copying relevant bits and pieces from Daphne’s notes onto his own parchment. He had a lot left to learn, and History of Magic was only one of the exams he would have to sit.

*

The start of exams crept up on Harry rather a lot faster than he would have liked, and he ended up feeling grateful for the extra Homework Club sessions – if nothing else, they had provided a bit more structure to the first years’ revision, and being centralised into one area meant they could all share notes and help each other. That had been especially helpful given Daphne’s very thorough note-taking.

On the morning of his first exam – the Astronomy practical at midnight – Harry felt quietly confident about his abilities, although that unfortunately didn’t quite last through the day. By the time the first years gathered atop the magically-enlarged Astronomy Tower for their exam Harry felt quite nervous.

At least the weather was nice; the Astronomy practical exam took place at night, like all the lessons had, but it was neither too hot nor too cool, with clear skies and no major wind.

“Tonight’s exam will account for fifty percent of your overall mark for this year,” said Professor Sinistra, “with the other half being made up by the theory exam. When I call out to begin, you are to set up your telescopes—you will be marked—and work your way through the exam scrolls. Professor Dumbledore has arranged clear skies and the blackest of nights with the Ministry for easier identification of celestial bodies so you do not need to worry about the weather or visibility. All the teachers in the department will be going over this hour repeatedly using a Pensieve as part of the marking, so don’t worry; you will all get the same attention. You have one hour, and I wish you all the very best of luck! Now, begin.”

Harry moved to set up his telescope. He took it out of its carry box and extended it, popped out its legs, and stood it on the flagstone floor at the top of the Astronomy Tower. Getting it stood up properly was easy; getting it pointed at the right thing, with the right focus, was much harder. Once he was sure he had everything done right, he scanned the scroll of parchment containing their instructions and the questions for the exam. The first few questions were easy. Things like ‘find the North Star’, which Harry made sure not to mix up with the Dog Star, or ‘locate Mars’, but each got progressively more difficult. The last half of the scroll contained much more difficult tasks like ‘locate the North Galactic Pole’.

Harry took a deep breath and counted slowly to ten in an attempt to settle his nerves before the exam. He caught Tracey’s eye and got a double thumbs up. Harry gave her a nervous grin in response and then set his eye against the telescope to search for the North Star. After a rough couple of minutes, he found it, and he eventually got into a good workflow as he completed each task on the exam scroll to the best of his abilities. In what seemed like only a few minutes, but which must have been the full hour, Professor Sinistra called out for all the first years to stop what they were doing as the exam was over.

Thankfully, Harry had managed to get something down for each task that required it, and he thought that he’d managed to find everything that he’d been asked to find. Once he’d finished packing away his telescope, Harry gave Ernie a little wave before the Hufflepuffs left the Tower. He did think briefly about going over to join him, but the other boy was surrounded by Hufflepuffs, most of whom Harry barely knew. Instead Harry joined the other Slytherins on their journey from the very top of the castle to the bottom; he made sure to avoid Daphne and Theodore who were going over the exam in favour of Tracey and Blaise, who weren’t.

“Glad that’s over,” Blaise was saying as Harry joined the pair. “Honestly, a midnight exam on the first day? Ludicrous.”

Tracey yawned widely.

“I know! At least we can go to bed as soon as we get back,” she said. “Fancy stopping by the kitchens for a mug of hot chocolate before bed?”

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Harry said. It would be nice to get straight to bed, but a quick mug of hot chocolate wouldn’t delay them too much…

By the time Harry got back to the dorms after a nice, relaxing trip to the kitchens for chocolate, he had barely enough energy left to clean his teeth and fall into bed. When he did, he ended up dreaming about stars and planets and black hole at the centre of the galaxy.

The first years were dropped right back into it with two exams the day after Astronomy’s practical – History of Magic in the morning and Astronomy theory in the afternoon. Despite Theodore’s assertion that his mnemonic was the best and easiest way not to mix up the absurdly similar names of the goblin leaders, Harry was sure he’d mixed them up in the essay question anyway. Other than that he felt reasonably happy about how the exam went, which was enough to send him into the Astronomy theory exam with a nice little bit of extra confidence.

The day after that, Harry sat his first Defence Against the Dark Arts exam, and found it shockingly easy. Quirrell’s exam walked them through all the basic concepts they’d covered over the year, from the differences between jinxes, hexes, and curses to the most common Dark creatures and pests one could encounter in daily life. Even the essay question, which several of his friends found difficult, only really asked for the basic anatomy of a counter-jinx, which Harry could talk through in his sleep. He’d been expecting at least a little bit about counter-hexes and counter-curses, so he did sneak a few lines in about them at the end, just so all his revision didn’t go to waste.

Still, it was a full exam, which Harry hadn’t really expected Quirrell to produce. That was … something. Perhaps Quirrell hadn’t really written it, and had left it to his apprentices, which was why it had been easy. And it if had been too easy all that meant was that Harry would do well and not have to worry about at least one of his subjects.

That afternoon when Harry was called into the classroom for his practical Defence Against the Dark Arts exam, he hadn’t expected Quirrell to look quite so twitchy. The poor man’s turban wasn’t quite so tightly wrapped as usual, and he had dark circles under his eyes. The ever-present stench of garlic wafted through the air and filled the small room.

“S-stand h-here, Mr P-potter,” said Quirrell. He pointed at a spot on the floor in front of where he stood. “This sh-shouldn’t t-take very long.”

“Yes, sir,” said Harry. He gripped his wand tightly. As his first spell-based practical exam, he had no idea what was still to come, and wanted to be prepared. That morning he had gone over all of the most important spells they had covered that year, from the really simple spells that just shot out sparks, to spells like the Jelly-legs Jinx. Quirrell had never given them particularly hard tasks before, so Harry was sure that he wouldn’t start now, but just in case it had seemed like a good idea to practise – and as the Slytherin first years were practising spells on each other, it had been a good bit of fun before the exam, too.

“Shoot green sparks from your wand,” said Quirrell after a few moments.

Harry nodded and did just that, shooting a cascade of metallic green sparks from the end of his wand.

Quirrell immediately moved on. Wordlessly and with little flourish, he conjured a rat and held it out towards Harry.

“Use the Jelly-legs Jinx on this rat.”

Harry thought that was easy enough: they’d spent two whole class sessions practising with Jelly-legs, sending each other wobbling all over the classroom. It had been a good bit of fun, and unexpected from one of Quirrell’s lessons. He’d even cast it a couple of times that morning on Blaise and Theodore.

Harry pointed his wand at the rat and took a deep breath to steady himself. It wouldn’t do him any favours to cock up such a simple jinx through overconfidence.

“Locomotor wibbly!”

His spell struck the rat and, once Quirrell placed it onto the ground, it began wobbling across the floor, squeaking all the while. Quirrell cast a wordless spell at the rat and it started to move much more slowly, then he paused for a few moments watching it before speaking again.

“Demonstrate the Full Body-bind. Quickly, now.”

They had practised this in class, although only to learn the counter-spell – and then again after hours on each other while mucking about. Harry felt like he could probably cast it again now, but he hadn’t been expecting to cast the curse during the practical so he hadn’t practised it specifically. The practical was supposed to be a test of their abilities to defend against Dark spells, after all, not to cast them and it hadn’t been on Quirrell’s list of spells either.

Still, Harry had always found it easier to cast the jinxes and curses than perform the counterspells, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.

“Petrificus totalus,” he said. The rat froze in place. Harry lowered his wand, but Quirrell spoke without so much as a pause.

“Now remove the curse.”

Harry nodded. That would be easy – the Full Body-bind didn’t have its own, specific, counter-spell, and instead used the general purpose negation spell that had learned and used in all of their practical classes. He had more than enough practise with it in and out of classes. He’d never used it on a rat, but that shouldn’t be a problem…

“Finite incantatem.”

The rat began to scurry across the room once more.

We’ve got to be done now, Harry thought. He’d gone through all the key spells on the list – and several more as well – so he started to put away his wand.

“Cast the Pimple Jinx on the rat,” said Quirrell after immobilising it.

Harry frowned. They had gone over the theory of the Pimple Jinx in class, but hadn’t progressed to actual casting practise. In fact, he distinctly remembered Quirrell stating that they wouldn’t be tested on its use at the end of the year. Even so, Harry thought he remembered the incantation – furnunculus, and not furunculus like Millicent kept accidentally saying to comedic effect – although he could have been wrong.

Harry cast the jinx on the rat and a series of raised, pus-filled, pimples and boils appeared all across its skin. It gave out a high-pitched squeak of discomfort. Quirrell stared at Harry for a few moments, a piercing gaze aimed right at his eyes.

A sharp pain radiated out from Harry’s scar like a hundred tiny pricks of a needle which subsided only when Quirrell looked away.

“You may go.”

Harry shook himself off and walked across the rest of the room quickly. He glanced back to see Quirrell vanish the rat, and then left through the door behind Quirrell. Harry emerged into an empty corridor and quickly made his way back to the Slytherin Common Room to re-join those of his friends who had already taken the practical. Most of them were back already – a cursory glance told him that only Blaise was still to finish – and had gathered around a small table.

“How’d it go?” asked Tracey once Harry had sat down.

“Alright, I reckon,” said Harry. “It was a bit weird though—did he ask any of you lot to cast the Pimple Jinx?”

“I only got asked to show sparks and do counter-spells,” said Tracey.

“He asked me to show him a Full Body-bind,” said Draco.

“I had to do a Jelly-legs on a rat,” said Theodore. “I wasn’t expecting to have to do one, to be honest.”

Vince and Greg had also been asked to show a Jelly-legs, although neither had managed it. From what the rest of the group had reported, their practicals had consisted of showing the strange professor simpler spells such as Nox, sparks, and the counter-spells that they’d covered in class after Quirrell cast the jinxes. It seemed as if only Harry and Draco had been asked to demonstrate the nastier spells.

“I would have thought we’d all get asked to do the same thing,” said Daphne. “And he said we wouldn’t need to know how to do the Pimple Jinx. I remember because I wrote it down.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean you two get extra marks,” said Millicent. “I know you did more but he didn’t even ask me, and I can do a right corker of a Body-bind…”

“No idea,” said Harry. “Who knows what’s going on in his head? I bet he was just curious, or something like that… anyway, our next practical is Herbology, right?” said Harry in an attempt to change the subject. “What d’you reckon we’ll need to do? The Hufflepuffs were saying we might need to wear earmuffs for the exam…”

*

The Herbology practical, invigilated by Ms Root, Harry found almost laughably easy. All he had to do was pot and repot several not particularly animated and utterly boring plants, and deal with a little bit of leaf damage to a couple of the specimens. The theory exam more than made up for the practical’s lack of difficulty, however, as it asked more than a few deviously complex questions about subjects as obscure as Bouncing Bulbs, which they had only covered a single time in lessons as far as Harry could remember.

The first years didn’t even get time to rest after the double Herbology exams, as Flitwick’s practical session had been scheduled for the very next day. Students entered the exam room one by one, and left through a different door so they couldn’t confer. The setup made Harry more nervous than he’d thought he would be, but when his turn came up – after Perks, Sally-Anne – he found Flitwick had set a firm but fair test of his students’ abilities. The small professor had Harry begin with a simple Levitation Charm, and then worked up progressively to the more difficult charms they’d covered over the year such as the Unlocking Charm, to a finale using a locomotion charm on a pineapple.

Harry sailed through the first lot of charms with ease, but faltered somewhat on the pineapple. He did manage to send it dancing across the desk as requested, but it moved a bit sluggishly and didn’t look especially graceful doing it. Nonetheless Flitwick appeared pleased with Harry’s performance and sent him out with a cheery wave. After the practical was over, the first years went into the theory exam almost right away.

The essay question asked about esoteric symbolism, which Harry thought was a bit unfair, but nevertheless he felt that he’d managed to answer it well enough. And even if he hadn’t, it marked the end of exams – at least for the weekend – which meant he could finally get in a good bit of relaxation.

The Prefects had other ideas, of course, but four of the six Slytherin Prefects were sitting OWLs and NEWTs, so didn’t have the time or the inclination to micromanage the first years, which meant Harry and his friends got to take the whole of Saturday off from revision. In the morning they had the very last Quidditch match of the year to watch – Gryffindor versus Ravenclaw for the honour of being second place to the Slytherin team – which ended in a Ravenclaw victory over the Gryffindors.

After the match and then after a long lunch, Daphne – with support from Theodore and a few others in Adder group – suggested they go back to the Common Room for a revision session, but that group lost out to the much larger and much more insistent group which advocated doing literally anything else. Instead they all made their way to the grounds to lounge in the sun and to forget, at least for a brief while, that they still had to sit the two most difficult exams next week: Potions and Transfiguration.

Near enough all of the Slytherin first years ended up sat at the edge of the lake, although they did splinter off into their smaller groups. Most of Harry’s group of Slytherin friends sat under the large tree at the edge of the lake near to Hagrid’s hut – newly rebuilt after the incident with the dragon – and talk had turned to what everyone intended to do over the summer.

“We usually go to visit the French branch of the family,” said Draco. “You know, stay in the ancestral chateau, that sort of thing.”

“We’re going on holiday to Tanzania this year on safari,” said Daphne. “The Maasai witches make really amazing beadwork jewellery, and Daddy said he’ll get me as many as I like so long as I do well in the exams.”

“Ooh, nice,” said Tracey. “That sounds brilliant! Have you ever been before?”

“No, never,” said Daphne. “Daddy said it was a present because he missed me this year at school. Usually we’d go somewhere in Europe—my sister’s, you know, she isn’t… well, anyway. This year, Tanzania!”

“I’m actually quite jealous,” said Blaise. “Not of the beads—that sounds boring—but I’ve always wanted to go on safari. Think about it—you could see nundu and erumpents!” His face lit up. “Are you going to see the Tanzanian national Quidditch team? They’re really good at the moment, it’d be a real treat to see them!”

Daphne sniffed at the suggestion.

“No, thank you,” she said. “I’m not going halfway around the world to watch a Quidditch match! I want to see the really interesting things. Did you know there’s a spa on top of Kilimanjaro? And there’s a café in the volcano core, and Mummy said we can go there to eat after the spa… She told me all about it in her letter this week.”

Talk of the spa nearly put Harry to sleep, although he did perk up when Daphne mentioned a café in the middle of a volcano’s core. It must have taken serious magic to get that set up. Of course, Harry himself had no plans, firm or otherwise, for the summer, so all he could do was imagine the things his friends were going to see. If he were lucky, his aunt would decide to go camping somewhere in Cornwall as anything further afield was impossible, since Harry didn’t have a passport. Although, he did think that perhaps things had changed now that he finally knew he was a wizard – Petunia had been dying to visit Venice for years, but always complained she couldn’t for reasons Harry hadn’t understood at the time but which were probably in some way related to him being the Boy-Who-Lived.

“I don’t think we’ll go anywhere this year,” said Millicent. “Because of the new baby. Well, we’ll probably go visit my mum’s parents but that’s not really a holiday, is it.”

“There’s always next year,” said Daphne. “And then the baby can come as well! Maybe he’ll be walking by then!”

“We’re going to Spain this year,” said Tracey. “Nan wants to visit one of her old friends, so we’re going to see her in Barcelona. I’ve never been to Spain before but I’ve heard it’s quite nice!” She paused. “Ooh, everyone’s going to have lots of stories when we come back next year! I can’t wait!”

“What’s your plans for the summer, Theodore?” asked Blaise.

Everyone turned to look at the quiet boy, and Theodore shrugged.

“Nothing, probably. It was always my mo—My father isn’t one for travelling,” he said. “It’s not—I mean, we will go and see some of the World Cup, but he doesn’t like to go very far, so I won’t be going anywhere exciting.”

“Me, neither,” said Harry. He got the impression Theodore didn’t want to talk about it, so tried to steer attention away from the other boy with an announcement of his own. “My aunt and uncle never take us far. We go to Cornwall sometimes camping. I’ve never even been on an aeroplane!”

“It takes an awful lot of effort for Muggles to get anywhere very far,” said Daphne sympathetically, “but it’s not fair that you should suffer for that! You know, I’m sure you could book an international Portkey for your Muggle family, people must do it all the time…”

Harry wasn’t quite sure booking an international Portkey involved, but he was absolutely sure that neither his aunt nor his uncle would want to book one – not even if Harry paid for it. Strange magical modes of transport were not something he thought they would ever be comfortable with.

“I’ll look into it,” he said, although he didn’t intend to.

“I don’t think they should let Muggles use Portkeys, personally,” said Pansy. “It’s dangerous for the Statute, isn’t it?”

A few of the others nodded in agreement, although Millicent huffed in frustration. Harry didn’t see what the fuss was – any Muggle using one would presumably already know about magic – but knew better than to argue the point with Pansy. It would only put the girl into a mood and ruin the day for everyone else. In any case the conversation moved swiftly on and Harry lost his chance to make his point. Instead, he sat back against the tree and let the ebb and flow of the conversation wash over him.

*

After a rather mixed weekend of Quidditch, relaxation, and on Sunday a little a bit more rather quite hurried revision, Harry and the rest of the first years were dropped into their first ever Transfiguration exams. McGonagall had rather predictably set quite a devilishly tough theory exam for the morning, followed by an equally challenging practical in the afternoon. Harry flew through the first few tasks – turning a match into a needle and series of switching spells – but did have a more difficult time with changing his mouse into a snuffbox. He got everything done eventually but realised at the very end that its outside still had fur. Still, Harry felt very pleased with his performance and hoped that McGonagall wouldn’t be too strict in her marking.

Harry knew that he wouldn’t have that luck with Snape, who was notorious for his strict marking even towards Slytherins when it came to the end of year exams, so spent the rest of his evening furiously cramming every last little bit of trivia into his head. A few of the other first years had set up their cauldrons to go over the most likely of the set potions, but Harry felt far too tired to bother with that.

He almost wished that he had the next day when it came to the practical exam, since his friends had practised the very potion being examined – the Sleeping Draught – the evening before. The theory exam in the morning had asked quite a few questions on the Sleeping Draught, so Harry did feel more or less prepared even without that. Of course, it didn’t help matters that Snape stalked the dungeon laboratory, stopping at cauldrons seemingly at random and making all sorts of sceptical or displeased sounds whenever he did, no matter whose cauldron he stopped at. Rather more encouragingly, Mr Shafiq wandered around the room and offered smiles and the occasional thumbs up instead. The double brewing session passed by faster than Harry had anticipated, but he came out at the end with what he thought was a passable Sleeping Draught.

Snape had the students exit the laboratory one by one after depositing a labelled vial of their Sleeping Draught into the rack on his desk. When Harry emerged into the dark, damp, and somewhat dreary dungeon corridor, he realised that he was free… at least until the end of summer.

“Well, we did it,” said Blaise. “That’s it—we got to the end of first year and through our exams.”

“Only if we pass,” said Theodore. “I am a bit worried about the shade of my—”

“No,” said Blaise. “None of that. Don’t want to hear it. Exams. Are. Over.”

“You’ve not got anything to worry about anyway,” said Harry. “You’ll pass everything, easy.”

“Well, maybe… I just don’t think my Sleeping Draught was—” said Theodore.

“No! I said stop!” interrupted Blaise. “None of it matters now. Let’s just go.” He set off along the corridor in the general direction of the Slytherin Common room, followed by Harry and, a little more reluctantly, Theodore. The first years settled in amongst the rest of the students to enjoy the last few days of the summer term, and to celebrate the end of exams.

Harry spent the rest of the day, and most of the evening, playing Exploding Snap, chess and catching up with his friends in Slytherin. They all stayed up late into the night until the fires had burned down to embers, before being finally shooed off to bed by the prefects.

Harry got up the next morning a little bit late for breakfast along with the rest of his dormitory, and most of the girls, but feeling much more relaxed than he had felt for weeks. He settled down to his slightly late breakfast with the rest of his House, secure in the knowledge that he wouldn’t have to rush off to lessons or a last-minute revision session. Mid-way through breakfast Ernie and Susan appeared at the end of the Slytherin table.

“Morning!” said Ernie, loudly and cheerfully, seemingly ignorant of the irritated looks several of the Slytherin first years had given him. “Fancy a last round of games later this morning?”

“Definitely!” said Tracey. “Harry, you up for it?”

Harry swallowed his cereal and nodded vigorously. He hadn’t seen much of his friends in Hufflepuff over the exam period, and with the summer looming, he wouldn’t see them again until after the holidays. One last morning and hopefully afternoon spent playing games in the dungeons felt like the exact thing Harry needed.

“Yeah, of course,” he said with a big grin. “Can’t wait! We’ll finish up here and then meet up at, erm…” Harry pulled back his robe sleeve to glance at his watch. “Half past nine? Quarter to ten in the usual place?”

“Brilliant,” said Susan. “See you later, then!”

Susan and Ernie walked back over to the Hufflepuff table where they slipped back into place next to Justin and another Hufflepuff Harry felt sure he should know from lessons, but didn’t.

“I can’t stand Bones,” complained Pansy once the pair of Hufflepuffs had gone. “It’s always, ‘My aunt Amelia’ this and ‘Aunt Amelia said’ that. So boring!”

Next to Pansy, Daphne rolled her eyes.

“You never have anything nice to say about anything, though, do you,” she said. “Didn’t your mum ever tell you, if you haven’t got anything nice to say, shut up?”

“I already said sorry for that,” snapped Pansy. “Can’t you just let it go? Little Miss Mud—”

“You cow!” said Daphne. “You horrible, nasty little—”

Harry looked on confused. Although Daphne and Pansy often had little arguments and spats, it rarely erupted into anything quite as vicious as it seemingly had that morning. Tracey leaned in closer to Harry and whispered to him.

“Pansy said something nasty about Millie’s new brother this morning,” she explained. “I’ll tell you later.”

By that point the two girls looked as if it were about to come to blows, and a prefect intervened.

“Oi! No fighting. It’s too early…” shouted one of the senior prefects. “Just cool it, yeah?”

“Ugh! Fine!” said Daphne. She turned in her place away from Pansy, who did the same. The rest of breakfast passed by in awkward spells of conversation as the rest of the group tried to talk around the almost tangible cloud of anger surrounding Daphne and Pansy. Harry took the first opportunity to leave after saying a rushed and truncated goodbye to Theodore and Blaise, before heading off to the dungeons with Tracey.

“Pansy called Millie’s dad a mudblood,” said Tracey in a low voice once they had left the Great Hall. “Then she said it was a shame her mum had to have his baby… she didn’t think Millie was in the room, but she was and she heard everything. I thought she was going to slap Pansy, but she just ran off into the bathroom…”

Harry grimaced. He wasn’t stupid; although most of the other Slytherins, upper years included, avoided saying ‘mudblood’ around Harry and some of the other halfbloods in particular, he had heard the word more often than he would have wanted, and knew what it meant.

“Why is she always so horrible?” he said.

“I think she’s just jealous because Daphne likes Millie more than her,” said Tracey. “But it’s a really horrible thing to say about someone. I was so angry, I was going to say something—but then Daphne just screamed at Pansy, and threatened to curse her unless she went and said sorry.”

“Did she?” asked Harry. “Curse her, I mean.”

“Well, no—Pansy followed Millie into the bathroom and she did say sorry,” said Tracey, “but we could all tell she didn’t mean it. But she did say it so Daphne didn’t curse her.” Tracey shrugged. “I wish she had, though—Pansy deserves it.”

“That’s why Millicent wasn’t at breakfast, then,” said Harry. He had wondered.

Tracey nodded. They stopped outside the part of the dungeon wall containing the secret entrance to the Slytherin Common Room.

“Tradition,” she said, and the door opened. She lowered her voice. “Yes, but she should be really happy that we’re going to play games with Ernie and Susan and Justin, so I’m hoping it cheers her up! I’ll go get her then we’ll go?”

Harry nodded. He stepped inside the Common Room and watched as Tracey raced off to the girls’ dormitory.

While Harry waited for Tracey to return with Millicent, the entrance to the Common Room opened, and Professor Snape stepped out of it.

“There is an intruder in the castle!” he shouted. “All students are to remain here indefinitely!” He shot a look towards Harry. “You especially.” Then Snape gestured to one of the fifth year prefects to follow him, and then left the Common Room. By the time Tracey got back with Millicent, the Common Room had erupted into total chaos.

“What’s going on?” asked Tracey. “Everyone’s saying that—”

“Sirius Black’s got into the castle again, hasn’t he?” interrupted Millicent. “Right in the daylight, too…”

“And with Dumbledore gone to the Ministry!” said Tracey.

“Right, Potter—get away from the door!” shouted the Shafiq. “You heard Snape.”

Reluctantly, Harry moved away from the entryway to skulk in one of the adjacent alcoves.

“Ernie, Susan, and Justin won’t know,” said Harry quietly to Millicent and Tracey. “And if it is Black, he’ll be—he’ll be coming through the dungeons for… well, for me.”

Tracey went pale.

“Oh, no! You’re right—they won’t know! We need to tell someone—Shafiq? One of the prefects, anyway…” she said.

Millicent marched over to Shafiq right away, and did just that, only to be sent away.

“He said one of the professors will have sorted it already,” she said, “and we should just stay here because of what Snape said.”

Harry frowned. Black was known to be completely and utterly ruthless – he’d betrayed his best friends to Voldemort, murdered twelve Muggles and then another of his own friends, Peter Pettigrew – so three random kids were unlikely to stay his wand. And that had been before Azkaban.

“I’ve got an idea,” said Harry, “but I’ll need a distraction…”

  






16. Chapter 16 - Meetings with Monsters


    
    
[bookmark: _Toc101183944]Chapter 16 – Meetings with Monsters
Harry returned from his dormitory with his Invisibility Cloak hidden under his robes. It stung a bit that he had to admit its existence to Tracey and Millicent, but it was for a good cause. And he didn’t think that either girl would tell anyone else about it. He moved through the Common Room with as much nonchalance as he could muster and fought the urge to sneak. Harry did allow himself one furtive glance as he crossed the Common Room towards the areas the first years had been exiled, but only one, as that was a sure sign he was up to something.

“What’s this plan?” asked Millicent when he had returned. “It had better be good.”

Harry looked around to check whether anyone was eavesdropping, then launched into his explanation. The Common Room wasn’t overly full, and most people in it were caught up in their own panic anyway.

“I’ve got an Invisibility Cloak,” he said simply. “I got it for Christmas, but I never said anything, because…” He shrugged. “Well, you get it. But I can use it to sneak out of the Common Room if both of you distract everyone near the door, so they don’t see it open or hear me go out. Then I can go find Ernie and everyone else and tell them what’s up so they can get back safe. Then I can sneak back in. All good?”

Harry glanced at the two girls. Tracey stood there chewing her lower lip, and Millicent bore a massive grimace.

“I don’t like it, but… it’s probably the best plan we’ve got,” said Tracey eventually. “Are you sure you don’t want one of us to come with you?”

Harry just nodded.

“The Cloak is big enough, probably, but I’ll be faster on my own.” He paused. “And we’re a bigger target the more of us there are. Listen, even if I’m gone a while, don’t mention it to anyone. We don’t know what it’s like outside so it might be hard for me to sneak back—I’ve got the Cloak so I’m sure I’ll be safe.”

Harry left out that he felt like it was his fault anyone was in danger to begin with, and that he didn’t want to make it even worse by bringing one of the girls along with him. Black was his problem to deal with, after all, and if he did catch Harry, at least then he would probably go away without causing any further harm to anyone else.

“If you’re really sure,” Tracey said hesitantly, “I’ll promise not to say anything for a couple of hours—but we can’t just leave you out there…” She glanced at Millicent, who nodded along with her. “We won’t say about the Cloak, though.”

Harry considered it.

“Dumbledore knows about the Cloak, so you can say about it to him. But none of the other teachers. Deal?”

Tracey nodded.

“Okay,” said Millicent. “I’ll go talk to Shafiq again, since I went last time, but this time I’ll be more upset. I should be able to get Yaxley involved if I pretend to cry. Tracey, you should… you should…” Millicent glanced about, then groaned in frustration when she realised due to their placement, she couldn’t properly see anything.

“Let’s just move over here a bit,” she said, and moved to stand next to a little table with a better view of the Common Room. She motioned for Harry and Tracey to join her. The Common Room was laid out such that there were lots of little spaces, demarcated by shelves or cabinets and in a few cases, half-height walls, which was ordinarily a good thing – although not when one wanted an unimpeded view of proceedings. Fortunately they had a good view of the entrance from where Millicent now stood although they couldn’t see the dormitory access corridor anymore.

But that would have to do.

Only one of the fifth year prefects – Yaxley – remained in the Common Room guarding the entryway, the other having gone with Snape for whatever purpose. Both fourth year prefects had been and were still out of the Common Room, presumably wherever they had been when the alarm was first raised. The third year prefects – Farley and Shafiq – were both inside the Common Room, although only Shafiq had been posted at the door.

“Gemma’s over there with some of the second years,” whispered Tracey, “but she keeps looking at the door… If I go see her I can stand in the way. Maybe get her to give me a hug. Then it’s up to you, Harry.”

Harry nodded. That did cover the approach to the Common Room door well enough. Most of the other students in the Common Room had retreated to more private areas, or even the dormitories, so if Tracey and Millicent could distract the prefects Harry thought that should be enough to get him out the door and on his way.

“It’s the best plan we’ve got,” he said, more to convince himself than anything else. He moved back so that both girls were shielding him from view, then pulled his Invisibility Cloak over himself. Tracey gasped slightly when he disappeared, but Millicent strode towards the door almost immediately as if unconcerned with his sudden invisibility.

Harry crept behind Millicent as silently as he could, almost hyperaware of all the things that could go wrong. He was invisible, not silent; the soap he’d used that morning was quite fragrant; and if anyone touched him it was game over. He had to at least get out of the Common Room…

“None of my friends are back yet,” Harry heard Millicent say to Shafiq. “And when I said about my friends from Hufflepuff, nobody knows they were there!” she said. Her voice rose, nearly cracked; it was a good bit of theatre. “Someone has to go and check! What if something bad happens to them?” She started to sniffle, and turned towards Yaxley, the fifth year prefect. “You’re seventeen already! You could go, you’re an adult, please, please?” Millicent started to sob, and Yaxley turned away from the door.

“Oh, look, no—please don’t cry,” she said. “I can’t do a thing, I’m so sorry! I have to stay here just in case…”

“I’m sure someone will have thought of people in the dungeons,” said Shafiq. “But there really isn’t anything we can do… My brother is always working in the dungeons and he would have looked! I bet he’s already got them back to their Common Room. I’m sure it’s the first thing he would have done! Really.”

While the two prefects consoled Millicent, Harry glanced around the room and saw that nobody was looking at the door. He opened it and slipped out while no one was looking, and immediately set off towards the out of the way corridor where he usually went to play games with the Hufflepuffs.

The castle outside of the Common Room seemed to Harry to be no different from when it hadn’t been infiltrated by a crazed, mass-murdering, escaped convict – the dungeon corridor that contained the entry to Slytherin stood perfectly quiet, as it often was, with not a single soul Harry could see. He would have expected an alarm, or something, but there was nothing to suggest anything out of the ordinary was happening at all.

The place where Harry and the others played their games had been chosen because it was apparently, more or less anyway, equidistant from both the Hufflepuff and Slytherin Common Rooms, but it was also a largely disused and under-frequented part of the castle – even for the dungeons. He thought that Black probably didn’t know his way around the dungeons, since he had been a Gryffindor, and would have to spend quite a bit of time looking around them for the entrance to Slytherin. That was a small mercy. Harry didn’t know whether Black would be able to find it, since he’d been told many times that Hogwarts kept its secrets, but the little alcove where his friends were wasn’t a secret.

When Harry rounded the corner, he saw three prone forms in Hogwarts robes slumped over some board games. He raced forward to check on them, to see if they were still breathing. Harry dropped to his knees and nudged them, first Ernie, and then Susan and Justin. Each of them was breathing, slow and steady, but consistent. None of them so much as twitched at his actions, but they were all still alive. They’d just been stunned, then, which was good. If he could figure out how wake them up—

“Leave them, Potter, and come with me,” said someone with a deep, confident voice Harry didn’t recognise from behind him. Harry got to his feet and turned slowly but kept his Cloak on. The man behind him wasn’t Sirius Black. Harry didn’t know what Black sounded like, but he realised he did know that voice. Stood directly behind Harry, and looking right at where he was, was Professor Quirrell.

“I know you’re there, Potter,” Quirrell said. “Come.” He extended his hand.

Harry remained silent and backed away from the professor. He didn’t know how Quirrell knew that he was there, but he felt safer under his Cloak. The Defence professor was odd, and Harry had never felt comfortable around him. If he could manage to back away slowly and quietly, perhaps he could avoid going with Quirrell at all.

“Your friends won’t come to any harm,” said Quirrell. “No one is interested in them—you are the only prize today. I have been sent to bring you to safety. Now, come with me, quickly. The castle is in disarray, and you should not be out wandering.”

Harry stood there perfectly still, as silent as possible. Held his breath, even, although he rapidly wished he hadn’t. Perhaps Quirrell had merely guessed at his presence, could tell someone that there was someone there – invisible – and assumed it had to have been Harry. It was hardly a secret that he and his friends from Hufflepuff played games in that corridor, and a bunch of people would have overheard at breakfast they’d planned to do so that morning…

But if Quirrell had been sent to keep him safe, by whom? Who could possibly know he’d left the Common Room?

Am I being tracked? Harry wondered.

But then, Dumbledore knew about Harry’s Cloak. Dumbledore had caught him wearing it before – he could quite easily have told the other teachers that Harry had such a thing, so that they could be on the lookout for it. And if Dumbledore had sent Quirrell, the Defence Professor, to find him… well, that did make a certain sort of sense.

But Harry still had that niggling little feeling, that pull in his gut that said Quirrell wasn’t to be trusted. There didn’t, however, seem to be any other option.

“We need to take my friends back to the Hufflepuff Common Room,” said Harry finally. “They’re not safe out here. At least revive them so they can go on their own…” He couldn’t get past Quirrell, even with his Cloak on – the Defence professor stood right in the middle of the corridor, and blocked the only way out of their alcove – and so felt like he had to say something. Despite his oddness, Quirrell was the head of the admittedly poor Defence Against the Dark Arts department at Hogwarts, and had presumably been hired for a reason.

“My apprentice will see to it,” said Quirrell. “But you are my priority. Now, come with me.”

“Where?” asked Harry. “Back to Slytherin? I can get there myself.”

“To a secure location,” said Quirrell. He clenched and unclenched the fist of his free hand. He seemed to be getting impatient. “Now, come with me.” He paused, and his eyes went glassy for a few moments, and his gaze drifted away from Harry. “You may remain hidden,” he said eventually, “but we must go soon.”

“Alright,” said Harry. “Let’s go, then.” He didn’t trust Quirrell, but he didn’t think he really had any choice in the matter. And, if Harry did go with him, at least his friends would be kept away from whatever was going on. It did make sense that Black would only be interested in Harry, after all. Of course, that didn’t solve the problem of Quirrell taking Harry God only knew where, but he could only deal with one problem at a time.

And as Black was a known mass-murderer, it seemed like a good idea to be as far away from people Harry cared about as was possible even if Quirrell was working with Black.

“This way, Potter,” Quirrell said, and gestured towards the other end of the corridor. Harry stepped over his friends, giving them one last look, and started to walk in the direction Quirrell had indicated. Quirrell led Harry through the dungeon corridors until they reached a passageway he’d never seen before, and down a series of roughhewn stone steps in the usual dreary dungeon stone. Harry walked through the damp, dark corridor at their bottom until he emerged, almost inexplicably, onto the third floor corridor that adjoined the Charms department.

Unlike the calm of the dungeons, the upper portion of the castle was a picture of chaos. Suits of armour marched down the corridors in pairs clanking and clashing whilst carrying an assortment of weapons, from ancient feather-tipped pikes to swords and spiked maces. Various bits of statuary had descended from the walls to do the same thing, including the more prosaic statues of wizards long dead and even the more exotic gargoyles and flying boars. Harry jumped out of the way of a winged pig as it zoomed past, squealing the alarm. Figures in the portraits which lined the corridor walls flitted from one frame to another, chattering all the while.

“Keep going, Potter,” murmured Quirrell. “We’re almost there.”

Quite where ‘there’ was, Harry didn’t know, but he kept moving forward reluctantly. Given the chaos in the corridors it seemed possible Harry could slip away and find a more trustworthy teacher – Flitwick, maybe, or if it came to it, Snape.

“Where are the other teachers?” Harry asked. “I haven’t seen any of them.” He felt sure by that point that whatever Quirrell was doing, it wasn’t in Harry’s best interests. If Quirrell had been any of the other teachers at the school – even Snape, whose attitude to Harry was lukewarm at best – Harry wouldn’t have questioned his actions. Quirrell, however, had never been anything other than strange, inconsistent in his behaviour, and generally someone to avoid. Everyone Harry knew had heard different rumours and bits of gossip about the young professor, although Harry had assumed most of it was idle, the sort of things bored students made up about strange teachers.

He was starting to wish he’d paid more attention to it. ‘No smoke without fire’, his aunt would say.

But Harry couldn’t see any opportunity to escape – Quirrell had somehow known exactly where Harry was even under his Cloak, and had remained within touching distance of him throughout the whole journey to the third floor.

“Elsewhere in the castle, searching for Black,” said Quirrell. “Now, hurry along.”

Quirrell stopped at a doorway midway along the disused corridor, whispered something at the door, and opened it to reveal a sheer drop into a dark passage instead of a room. Harry didn’t think it was a short-cut to anywhere he wanted to be.

“Jump in,” said Quirrell. “Quickly, now.”

“No,” said Harry. “Not until you tell me where we’re going.” He took his wand from his pocket and felt safer with it in his hand, despite not knowing any properly dangerous spells. He was a wizard, and felt that he needed to start acting like it.

“I am at the end of my patience, Potter,” said Quirrell. “Jump, now.”

“Deal with him,” rasped a third voice, one that Harry didn’t recognise and whose source he couldn’t locate. He looked around warily, and from the corner of his eye saw Quirrell jab his wand at Harry. Harry felt himself lurch backwards, struck by Quirrell’s spell, and fell into the passage. By the time he hit the bottom, he was unconscious.

*

Harry opened his eyes and immediately reached for his wand, but found he couldn’t — Quirrell had tied him up. He looked around and saw – despite his blurred vision and the fogginess in his head coating everything in a haze – that he’d been taken to a subterranean room of some kind with only a single exit. No windows that Harry could see, and not an ornament or bit of decoration in sight. It didn’t quite look like the dungeons, but nor did it look much like any other part of the castle either. Quirrell sat in a chair opposite Harry, the Invisibility Cloak cradled in his lap, his turban slightly askew.

“Finally awake? Good,” said Quirrell. “My master has many questions for you, and we have time now—we’re still waiting on a friend, you see.”

“I knew I should have run,” grumbled Harry. He shifted against the wall into a seated position so he could see Quirrell better. His glasses had survived the fall, although they’d come away from it battered and skewed, but that was the least of his problems. Harry put them as right as he could tied up without a wand, twitching his nose until they fell into a more agreeable position, and then focused on Quirrell. “So, you’ve been working with Black the whole year?” It made sense. Black had been in and out of the castle multiple times, and someone working from the inside would have made it much easier.

Quirrell barked out a laugh. He leaned back in his chair.

“You are slow,” he said. “That fool Black proved a useful distraction, to be sure—everyone has been so focused on him that they’ve forgotten to be suspicious of p-poor, s-stuttering Q-quirrell. But no, Potter, Black has never featured in my master’s plans.”

Harry wondered just who Quirrell’s master could be. His mind jumped towards Voldemort first, but he discounted it, as everyone said Voldemort was dead – Harry had killed him. One of the older Death Eaters, perhaps, one who had taken over after the death of their leader. Was that who they were waiting for?

“Well, go on then,” said Harry. “Do the bit where you explain and gloat and all that. You said we’ve got time.”

Quirrell smirked.

“No, I don’t think I will,” he said. “Tell me, what do you know of Divination?”

“Divination? It’s telling the future and stuff like that,” said Harry. He shrugged. Divination was only studied from second year onwards, and offered properly to third, fourth and fifth years as an OWL and NEWT option, so he knew barely anything about it. He couldn’t see why Quirrell would be interested… except, Harry had seen Quirrell pestering the Divination professor about prophecies, hadn’t he? “So it was you who attacked Trelawney! Everyone thought it was Black…”

“As I said, Black was a useful distraction—and not just on Hallowe’en,” said Quirrell with a twisted smile. But he refused to be side-tracked. “What do you know of prophecy?”

“Look, I don’t know shit about Divination,” said Harry. “I’m a bloody first year and I spent twelve years living with fucking Muggles!”

“So, you know nothing then? Truly?” Quirrell’s eyes went glassy, and his gaze drifted away.

Harry frowned. That was the third time Quirrell had done that, and the last time, Harry was sure he’d heard a different voice.

“No, master! You are still too weak!” said Quirrell suddenly, his head snapped back into place and his eyes back to normal.

“I will speak to the foul-mouthed urchin,” said the raspy third voice again. “Reveal me.” 

“As you wish, master,” said Quirrell. “I am yours to command.” He stood from his chair and then unwrapped his turban, and turned away from Harry. Growing from the back of the head was a sickly, warped human face with bulbous eyes and too-thin lips. It erupted from the skin like an ugly boil, and the hair surrounding it had fallen out, leaving angry pink skin in its wake.

“Look at me and despair, Harry Potter,” said the face. “See the fruits of your failure to destroy me. It is I, Lord Voldemort!”

“Bit dramatic,” Harry said, although what he really wanted to do was vomit. Voldemort hadn’t died, after all, but had instead somehow ended up stuck to the back of Professor Quirrell’s head as a twisted, ugly little face.

“I have survived years of pitiful existence, less than the meanest ghost; I have endured pains and torments the likes of which you will never know, if you are lucky; I have wandered, lost and alone, bruised and broken… but I yet live. Because I am eternal,” said Voldemort, ignoring Harry. “Oh, I have suffered and I have worked, but I remain. I will always survive. With the help of my faithful servant I have grown stronger—fed on the blood of unicorns and watered on deep magics far beyond your ken.”

“So it was you in the Forest, not the Acromantulas,” Harry said, interrupting. “Killing unicorns… there’s a curse on their blood, you know.”

“Errant prattle from superstitious fools too cowed by their centuries of ignorance to look beyond what they think they know,” Voldemort said. “Where they are too weak to seek power, I am not. You will see. Or perhaps not, for you will be dead. I was interrupted in my harvest of the unicorn’s blood and was forced to kill the Acromantulas—it was with great regret I did this, as I had hoped to forge an alliance. Alas, it was not to be. Perhaps later I—”

“See?” interrupted Harry. “Told you—unicorn blood is cursed.”

“Ah, but you are still a child. I was like you once, Harry Potter. More talented, of course—but we are more alike than you know,” continued Voldemort. “Both orphans sent away to live with Muggles. Both Slytherin. Both halfbloods denied our rightful place in this world. It is a curious thing, almost like looking into a mirror.” 

“I’m nothing like you,” said Harry, although he wasn’t sure he quite believed it. There were too many similarities, commonalities Harry had noticed himself even before Voldemort had voiced them, too. But Harry knew that in the ways that mattered, he was nothing at all like the thing he saw in front of him. Or at least he hoped, and sometimes hope was enough.

“I have spent more than a decade wondering why you survived my curse, when no other in the whole of history has. Despite that which we have in common, you are but an ordinary child of only meagre talent.  Do you know what I have concluded, Potter?” rasped Lord Voldemort. “It is no more than luck. A bit of old magic, and prophecy, and luck, and a wailing babe survived where I, the great Lord Voldemort, I who has done more than any other to ensure my everlasting life, was ripped from my body and cursed to this pathetic existence.”

“Well, I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job,” said Harry. “Next time, I’ll be more thorough.”

“I had thought to pry the truth from the Seer’s head,” said Voldemort, ignoring Harry, “so I sent my servant to collect it, and yet I found nothing there! She did not remember uttering those words, the words around which both of our existences revolve. I found myself in a quandary, for without the words, without their meaning, I could not truly understand my failure. And yet… and yet, fate showed me another way. Do you understand, Potter?”

“No,” said Harry flatly.

He thought upon Voldemort’s words. He had been responsible for the attack on Trelawney, because Trelawney had made a True Prophecy some time ago, one which presumably related to Harry and Voldemort and was most likely the real reason Voldemort had attacked Harry and his parents. Not some blather about bloodlines or pure blood or even a more prosaic defiance. That much Harry had worked out. But Voldemort didn’t seem to know the contents of the prophecy, although he obviously knew far more than Harry, and so had infiltrated Hogwarts to take its contents directly from Trelawney’s head – but had failed. Somewhere along the line he had become stuck to the back of Quirrell’s head, but Harry wasn’t sure how that fitted in.

“Why don’t you explain?” Harry asked. He wriggled against his bonds, although didn’t think he’d get far with it. If he could keep Voldemort talking…

“So the old fool truly has told you nothing of your purpose in this world?” Voldemort rasped out a sickly little laugh.

“‘The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord will be born as the seventh month dies,’ the Seer said,” said Voldemort. “You, the one born as the seventh month dies. ‘Neither can live while the other survives’. The Seer’s words ripped right from the tapestry of fate itself. So you see, we were destined, fated, to be enemies. Our commonalities were more than mere chance, more than simple coincidence. Fate. Since that Hallowe’en night I thought that without the words of the full prophecy, without knowledge, I could do nothing, that I would always fail in my attempts to thwart the prophecy.” Voldemort laughed his twisted little laugh again.

“I was wrong! Lord Voldemort, the greatest Dark wizard this world has ever seen, was wrong! For you see, the mad Seer gave a second prophecy before I broke her mind and sent her wailing to St Mungo’s.”

Harry didn’t much like the sound of that. A second prophecy involving him and Voldemort, when he hadn’t even heard the whole of the first one, seemed like something catastrophic. A disaster of unprecedented magnitude, one which eclipsed even the revelation that Voldemort still lived – sort of, anyway. Still, he had a more pressing problem in that Quirrell, and the strange face-Voldemort growing out of his head, had him tied up and wandless somewhere deep underneath Hogwarts. If he died now, neither prophecy would matter. Or they would matter, but only in that they’d been fulfilled, Harry supposed.

He felt as if his only real hope was that someone would realise both he and Quirrell were missing, and figure out Quirrell’s treachery, although from what Quirrell had said that seemed unlikely –everyone else in the castle was focused on Sirius Black and thought Quirrell merely odd that no one would think to look for him.

Probably nobody knew he was even missing, as Tracey and Millicent wouldn’t want to risk breaking his cover because he’d told them not to. Still, Tracey had said she would only hold off for a few hours, so depending on how long Voldemort and Quirrell had him unconscious, Harry supposed someone could be looking.

“Would you like to know what she said, Potter? For I shall tell you,” continued Voldemort. “‘Maimed and broken, dreams shattered, He will rise again. He will find the Rat, and guard well the Book, and He will not be alone’. Do you understand now, Harry Potter? I will kill you tonight, and my rise will be assured! I, the great Lord Voldemort, will vanquish my destined foe and claim my rightful place as Lord and ruler over this world forevermore.” 

Harry wriggled and tried to get free of his bindings, although he knew it was fruitless. Quirrell’s spell had tied him tightly, and even if he could manage to slip the ropes, he still didn’t have his wand. He let out a grim laugh he as realised his aunt had been right – he would have been safer back in the Muggle world. Free from murderous teachers and stupid prophecies, and whatever else fate had in store for him. Still, he didn’t think it was right for him to have never known magic. His year as a wizard had felt more real than the whole of the rest of his life put together. But he had to keep trying, and he thought he could feel the ropes loosening the more he wriggled.

If he could keep Voldemort talking – and Voldemort seemed to like talking very much – maybe he could scrape together enough time to figure out how to get free.

“Something funny, Potter?” questioned Voldemort. “Do share with the rest of us.”

“I don’t know what the rest of that prophecy says, Voldemort,” said Harry, injecting as much bravado into his voice as possible, “but unless it says, ‘Harry Potter will die’, you should still be worried.”

He didn’t know much about prophecy – everyone seemed split on whether it was all absolute bollocks or the deepest form of truth possible, and Harry hadn’t had the chance to study it himself yet – but Voldemort seemed to think it was important. If Harry could introduce as much uncertainty as possible and perhaps cause Voldemort to talk more, he could stay alive long enough to figure out how to escape.

Before Voldemort could respond, footsteps from the direction of the passage that led into the room distracted everyone.

“Master, I have returned,” said a small, scruffy little wizard as he emerged from the darkness.

“Took you long enough,” muttered Quirrell, who had turned around.

“Ah, Wormtail. Late, as always,” said Voldemort.

“My apologies, Dark Lord,” said the little man as he bowed deeply. “I had to lead Black away from us, lest he interfere…”

“Open the door so that we may kill the boy and escape this wretched hole,” ordered Voldemort.

The simpering little man scurried across the room and tapped out a complex pattern against a series of cracked and exposed stones. When he had finished, the damp stone rearranged itself into a grand archway that led into a sweeping stone staircase.

“They will find your body on the castle steps,” said Voldemort, laughing. “And they will think it the work of that idiot Black. A useful distraction indeed!”

A great black blur shot across the room, a monster of snarls and teeth that launched itself at Quirrell, knocking him to the ground. It was a great black dog – the same dog as the one Harry had seen all those months ago, back in Surrey. The dog ripped into Quirrell’s legs before being blasted away by Wormtail. It rolled away and as it righted itself, transformed into a pale and emaciated man who Harry recognised from the posters as Sirius Black.

“Kill the boy!” shouted Voldemort from the back of Quirrell’s head. “Wormtail, deal with your friend!” Voldemort’s rasping, strained voice betrayed his desperation. Quirrell lurched into action, though he was limping, and reached for his wand.

Wormtail, however, seemed torn between complying with his master’s command and running away through the passage he’d opened. He stood, almost as if frozen in place, at the threshold of the archway, looking between Voldemort, Black, and the doorway. In the end, Sirius Black decided for him by throwing himself, wandless, into the little man. He wrestled him to the ground, the very idea of wands forgotten.

“Master!” cried out Quirrell. “My wand! It’s broken!”

“Throttle the boy if you must!”

Harry struggled against the ropes which bound his hands together behind his back in desperation. He’d almost got his hand free, almost had enough give to slip it out of the ropes and hit Quirrell, but he needed more time. Time which he didn’t have, as Quirrell limped ever closer to him, hands outstretched.

Before Quirrell could reach Harry, Harry wrenched himself to his feet and threw himself forward to knock the possessed wizard over. He failed, and Quirrell grasped Harry around the neck and squeezed tightly. Almost immediately Quirrell burst into flames, his robes turned to ash and his skin melted off his bones even as his hands remained around Harry’s neck.

Sirius Black came charging back and knocked the burning mess of flesh and bone away from Harry, who saw Wormtail rush away.

“Th-thanks,” Harry managed before promptly falling unconscious.
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Harry awoke once again in the dark little room where Quirrell and Voldemort had taken him, this time leaned against the wall and with the gaunt, almost haunted, face of Sirius Black watching him. He was no longer bound, but he still didn’t have his wand. Harry avoided looking at where he knew Quirrell, or what remained of him, had fallen. Instead, he focused on Black.

“Your dad’s Cloak isn’t big enough for the both of us so we had to stay here while you came to,” said Black when Harry had opened his eyes. “Well, I suppose it’s your Cloak now… Are you able to walk? I got you untied. We should get you to the Hospital Wing.”

“I think I’m going to need a bit more of an explanation first,” said Harry. He felt like he could probably – grudgingly – trust Sirius Black not to harm him. The man had attacked Quirrell, and therefore Voldemort, to save him, and he hadn’t harmed Harry even when he had the opportunity. Voldemort himself had denied a connection to the man. Still, Harry’s well of trust had almost run dry, given the circumstances, and he thought he deserved an explanation.

“Yeah, alright,” said Black. “That’s fair enough. I saw Wormtail—he’s really Peter Pettigrew, I don’t know if you know the name—in the paper, and I thought, that’s my chance to get him, get revenge for James and—and Lily,” continued Black. “He was your parents’ Secret Keeper, not me, the little rat, and he betrayed them to—him. I went after him when—when your parents were murdered, and he tricked me. I ended up sent to Azkaban without a trial. So I escaped when I saw—when I knew where he was. Dementors can’t sense animals, see.”

“So it was you, back in Little Whinging,” said Harry. “Outside the pizza shop…” Black’s explanation was rather lacking in details, and quite disjointed, but Harry thought he’d got the gist of it. “The black dog. Why’d you come?”

“I had to know if you were safe, if you were being treated well,” said Black. He shrugged. “I was meant to—well, I’m your godfather, yeah? I was supposed to—your parents always wanted—but then I went to Azkaban—and I just had to know. Lily didn’t know if her sister would… So I thought…”

“So then you came to Hogwarts? How’d you know that Wormtail—Pettigrew—was here?”

Pettigrew was meant to be dead. Killed by Black. Given a posthumous award for heroism, even. But Black had apparently seen him in a paper and known to escape from Azkaban in order to hunt him down.

“Fudge’s inspection. He had a paper. I got it and… the picture in the paper,” said Black after what seemed like an eternity. Words didn’t seem to come easily to him, quite aside from the fact that his voice was hoarse, and tumbled from his mouth in a mess of fragmentary phrases and disconnected statements. “A family won the lottery, there was a picture, and one of the kids had Pettigrew on his shoulder.”

“On his shoulder?”

“He’s a rat Animagus, like I’m a dog… We all were, well, me, him, your dad,” said Black. “Not Moony, but—anyway, I recognised him, and the kid was starting Hogwarts this year… it said in the paper. So I knew exactly where to go. And it wasn’t a happy memory—or even a feeling, really. So they couldn’t—they couldn’t take it from me.” Black leaned back against the wall beside Harry and closed his eyes. “Now he’s gone, again, to God knows where, and I’ve lost him… Failed, again.” He laughed.

“You saved me from Voldemort,” said Harry. “From where I’m sat, that’s quite a bit better than catching up to Pettigrew. Quirrell had Voldemort stuck to the back of his head, so…”

Black shook his head.

“I think you saved you from Voldemort, Harry,” he said. “I just—knocked him out of the way. And let that rat escape…”

“What happened to—where did Voldemort go?” asked Harry. “Did he—I mean is he—”

“Melted off the back of that one’s head, then flew away after Wormtail,” said Black miserably. “Gone, to wherever things like that go.”

“We have to go to Dumbledore,” said Harry. He felt like Dumbledore needed to know about everything. About Quirrell and his betrayal. About Pettigrew and his betrayal. The prophecy Trelawney had given Voldemort. And then on top of all of that was Sirius Black, the escaped convict who was apparently quite innocent of what he’d been convicted of, but who had nevertheless still been terrorising the school throughout the year. For a decent enough reason, perhaps, but he’d still gone about it the wrong way.

“Was it you who broke in on Hallowe’en?” asked Harry suddenly. “And let in the trolls? To the caretaker’s office, I mean.”

“It was,” admitted Black. “Not the trolls—that was Quirrell. It was just a coincidence we both picked… I wanted to see if… we made a map, when we were at school. Filch took it, and I wanted to see if he still had it, since it’s dead useful and if I’d had the map I could have proved… but he didn’t.”

“A map?” asked Harry. “Of what, Hogwarts?”

“It shows all the secret passages in the school and where everyone on the grounds is,” said Black. “Like I said, dead useful. But it’s gone, anyway. I don’t know if Wormtail got it, or… Look, Harry, I’ve wanted to spend time explaining everything to you, making up for lost time, for years… but you really need to get to the Hospital Wing. And then to see Dumbledore.”

“Dumbledore first, I think,” Harry said. It seemed much more important that someone knew about Voldemort and Wormtail than it was for Harry to get force-fed Dreamless Sleep potions.

Harry got to his feet with some difficulty, then leaned against the wall for support. His head throbbed, a dull ache and stabbing pain all at once, and his brain felt like it was about to burst from his skull. Harry swallowed in an attempt to get some moisture back in his dry mouth, but it was fruitless – he’d had nothing to drink since breakfast, God only knew how many hours before. Once Dumbledore knew all that had transpired, at least. Then Harry could rest. Drink. Eat, maybe.

“D’you know where my wand went?” he asked Black. He felt naked without it, even though it hadn’t done him much good over the last few hours.

Black passed Harry the wand he’d been holding.

“I rescued it from—I got it after you fainted,” said Black with a sideways glance at what now passed for Quirrell’s body.

Problem for later, Harry.

“I needed it to check you over, but I’m not very good at healing spells…” Black continued.

“It’s fine,” said Harry quickly. “You’re coming with me?” he asked. “Only, if you wanted to escape—that’s okay. We don’t know what Dumbledore will do…” Harry wanted Black there just so he could give Dumbledore some kind of proof of what he said, but at the same time felt like he owed the man a chance to escape the Aurors.

Black shrugged.

“I’m not leaving you on your own now,” he said after a few moments. “But if I get sent back—if I don’t get another chance to say… I’m sorry, Harry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. And now you know what really happened, so I… look, we’ll have to deal with it later.”

“Thanks,” said Harry. “I won’t let Wormtail get away with it, whatever happens. You know how to get us out?”

Black nodded.

“Yeah—back the way we came, then when we get to the shaft, I can make it turn into a lift.” Black pulled the Invisibility Cloak over himself and disappeared. “Er, you’d best go first,” he said, “since I’m invisible…”

Harry set off down the corridor as fast as he could – which wasn’t too fast, since he felt like he’d been hit by a train, and none of his limbs seemed especially responsive.

“So… Slytherin,” said Black after a while. “I didn’t expect that.”

“Yeah,” said Harry. “Is that a problem?”

“No! No,” said Black. “Of course not. Just, not that many Potters went to Slytherin, that’s all. And when I was at school, Slytherin was… Well, you know most of the Death Eaters came out of there, right?”

Harry had heard talk of that. It was something repeated often by the other Houses, so he’d looked it up, and while it was true that more Slytherins than other Houses were Death Eaters, Slytherins didn’t make up the majority of Voldemort’s forces, or his supporters. Convicted and suspected Death Eaters had come from every Hogwarts House, and from the students at other schools in Britain and Ireland, and even from foreign countries.

Voldemort hadn’t been especially discerning.

“Voldemort was a Slytherin,” said Harry, “so when he started, he recruited from Slytherin. But Death Eaters came from all the Houses, and from outside Hogwarts. It’s not right to say most of the Death Eaters were Slytherin. Maybe his inner circle, but that’s different.”

“Wormtail was in Gryffindor with us,” said Black. “So I know that, but… You’ve not had any problems?”

Harry shrugged. He hadn’t, not really, although he knew that wasn’t the same thing as there not being any problems within the House. He wasn’t stupid, or naïve; he knew that being ‘Harry Potter, the Boy-Who-Lived’ insulated him from a lot of the bigotry some purebloods displayed. Pansy seemed especially vicious in her views on Muggles, and even muggleborns if her words about Millicent’s family were any indication, but she had never said anything to Harry. He knew of course that several other people in his year and above had parents who were implicated in Death Eater activities, some with convicted and imprisoned parents, even.

“I’ve not had any issues,” Harry said eventually.

“That’s good,” said Black. “Let me know if you do—I’ll bet you any money I know something embarrassing about their families you can use to get even.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Harry.

Both Harry and Black remained silent until they reached the end of the corridor. When Harry reached the end of the passageway he found the vertical shaft Quirrell had knocked him down. He stopped, and Black muttered a password too quietly for Harry to hear, and the bottom of the shaft rose steadily, taking them both back to the top.  

Harry opened the door and checked that the way past was clear, then set off Dumbledore’s office. He had never been to it before since he’d managed to completely avoid getting into any trouble over the course of the year, but he did know its general location. Harry didn’t know whether the patrolling suits of armour could sense invisible people, but not wanting to take any chances, he made quite a bit of effort to avoid them.

They moved in predictable patterns, always two at a time, and only through the main thoroughfares. It was a simple matter of patience to avoid them, and with both Harry and Black on the lookout they made it through the gauntlet easily enough even though Dumbledore’s office was quite far from the entrance to the secret chamber.

Of much greater concern to Harry at least were the Aurors who were still searching all through the castle for Black. Black seemed unconcerned at the prospect of being found – whether from bravado or because he’d gone mad from Azkaban Harry couldn’t say – so Harry took it upon himself to avoid them. Harry didn’t want to be questioned until he’d had a chance to talk with Dumbledore, and the Aurors had been particularly grumpy since the ill-fated Ministry expedition into the Forest. Now that an escaped convict was on the loose in the castle, Harry thought they would be apoplectic with rage, prone to acting from haste or desperation.

Harry stopped dead in his tracks as he rounded the corner. Two Aurors, ones he didn’t recognise and who hadn’t been stationed at the castle throughout the year, walked through one of the disused fifth floor corridors Harry had hoped to use to get to Dumbledore’s office.

“This way,” whispered Black into Harry’s ear. The invisible wizard pulled Harry gently away and directed him behind a thick tapestry which hid a narrow passageway. “We can take this all the way up to the seventh floor.”

True to Black’s word the passageway terminated in a steep set of stairs about halfway down the corridor, which continued upwards until levelling off at a doorway concealed by the back of a tall portrait. The portrait slid open after Black tapped a sequence at each of its four corners, revealing an empty corridor.

“Dumbledore’s office is behind the gargoyle,” Black whispered again to Harry. “Come on.”

Harry set off in the direction Black had indicated and stopped when he reached the large stone gargoyle that guarded the entrance to Dumbledore’s office. He realised then that he didn’t know the password but thought that surely the headmaster’s office would have some way of allowing students in without the password. Or at least a way of letting Dumbledore know someone was at the door.

“It’s Harry Potter, here to see Professor Dumbledore about something important,” he decided to say. “I don’t know the password, sorry.”

Nothing happened at first. Eventually, after an agonising minute or so, the gargoyle moved out of the way to reveal a set of rotating spiral stairs. Harry waited for Black to get on first, then got on himself, and ascended to Dumbledore’s office.

At the top of the rotating spiral staircase was a door, a door which swung open of its own accord when Harry and Black reached the top. Sat behind a handsome wooden desk laden with spindly silver instruments and artefacts Harry had no names for was Albus Dumbledore. Dumbledore stared right into Harry’s eyes, and Harry had the distinct feeling that Dumbledore’s gaze reached right into his soul. Harry wrenched his face away to look at a large, empty birdcage to the left of Dumbledore’s desk instead.

“Professor, Sirius Black is innocent, it was Quirrell—” Harry started to say, but Dumbledore interrupted him.

“It is clear to me that we have much to discuss, Harry,” said Dumbledore simply. “Please, sit.” He gestured to the two chairs in front of his desk. “Mr Black, you as well.”

Black took off the Invisibility Cloak and handed it to Harry before sitting down in the chair. Harry followed him.

“I fear the events of today have already and perhaps will still again culminate in something altogether quite absurd,” said Dumbledore. He peered over his half-moon glasses at Black. “Mr Black, please explain your role in today’s fiasco.”

Harry listened as Black explained the circumstances leading to his arrest in 1981, and then his eventual escape from Azkaban, and his actions over the past year, up to and including that day. It was more or less the same story as he had told Harry, although Black did offer Dumbledore a few more details, and explained some things further whenever Dumbledore had a question.

“And Pettigrew was able to elude you all year?” asked Dumbledore, interrupting Sirius’s recollection of the previous Hallowe’en.

“I found him a few times,” Black said. “I didn’t see him on Hallowe’en. He wasn’t working with Quirrell until after that—or I don’t think so, anyway. I saw him a few times in the Forest, alone, as a rat. Once with Quirrell, but I thought… I thought he was sticking close for protection, at the time. The last time I saw him was out on the grounds, and I tried to follow him, but he went right past the Aurors…”

Dumbledore nodded at that and stroked at his beard. Black continued his story, giving Dumbledore as much detail as he could.

To his credit, the ancient wizard seemed utterly unsurprised at much of the story, although he did seem rather perturbed at the idea of Wormtail having had free and easy access to the school for God only knew how many years.

“…And then I followed Wormtail through the passage where he was going to meet Quirrell and—and You-Know-Who,” finished Black. “That’s when I saw Harry talking to You-Know-Who, and then when Harry—I mean, Quirrell died and Wormtail escaped.”

“And this story matches your own recollection?” Dumbledore asked Harry.

Harry nodded.

“Well, the bits with Quirrell, anyway. I didn’t know any of the other stuff. Black saved me when he knocked Quirrell over and broke his wand, sir. He didn’t say, but I thought you should know. I don’t know if I’d still be here without him.” Harry paused. “But Quirrell was working with Wormtail this year to use Black to cover up what they were doing—I don’t know for how long, they didn’t say—and both of them were working for Voldemort. Sir,” Harry said, “Voldemort was inside Quirrell. He was this face on the back of his head, and he melted off when Quirrell tried to strangle me…”

Harry almost thought he saw a look of triumph flash across Dumbledore’s face, but it was fleeting, and soon the old wizard appeared thoughtful instead.

“Sir, Voldemort—and Quirrell—they kept talking about prophecies and divination. I think… I think they thought it was really important, sir. Voldemort even said about Trelawney—Professor Trelawney, I mean—that he tried to get an old prophecy she made from her memories, but instead she gave him a new one,” continued Harry. “He seemed really happy about it, he told me… Er… It was something like, ‘He will rise again’, and something about a rat—which was probably Wormtail, thinking about it… He didn’t say all of it, sorry.”

Dumbledore made an inscrutable noise at that, although the expression on his face didn’t change at all. He tugged at his beard once again.

“There is still much that needs to be said—and largely by me to you, Harry. But not at this moment,” Dumbledore said eventually.  “For now, we must decide the best way of ensuring Mr Black can escape the Aurors’ clutches once more. Without Peter Pettigrew, we have no evidence that the original conviction against Mr Black was incorrect, and as Professor Quirrell is dead, we cannot corroborate Mr Black’s story of the events of this year. Allow me some time to think, if you would be so kind.” Dumbledore leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes for a few moments.

“You should have just run,” whispered Harry to Black while Dumbledore was thinking.

Black just shrugged at him.

“I think I owed you for all those missed years,” he said. “Just make sure you go get the Firebolt, yeah? Not to be arsey about it, but even for someone with as much money as I’ve got and no one to spend it on, it wasn’t cheap and I’d like to see you fly it. Metaphorically speaking, since… you know.”

“That was you?” asked Harry. He hadn’t thought much of it since Christmas — there had been so much going on that he just hadn’t had the time or mental energy to wonder about a broom he wouldn’t be able to ride until at least the summer – but now that Black had mentioned it, it did kind of make sense. “Thanks! I thought it was, I don’t know… thank you!”

Black just smiled – the happiest, most natural expression Harry had seen him make in the entire time since they’d met.

“My phoenix, Fawkes, should be back at any time now,” said Dumbledore eventually, “and so I think I have the seeds of a plan. We shall try as much as possible to leave Mr Black out of the events of today, but I do not think it will be possible to exclude your presence entirely, I am afraid. You were seen by several credible witnesses, although I do think it should be possible to avoid placing you into the conspiracy perpetrated by the late Professor Quirrell if Harry is very insistent. Speculation on your motives will no doubt run rife, but you have been seen. This is, I think, the best we can do. Is that agreeable?” asked Dumbledore, although Harry got the sense it wasn’t a real question.

Black nodded.

“Honestly, I thought you’d have me carted off back to Azkaban,” he said, “so anything else is like a dream.”

“Mistakes were made,” said Dumbledore, “and for that I am sorry. We will speak again on this, but for now, we still have work to do. Harry, you are willing to play a part in this plan, yes?”

“Yes!” said Harry immediately. “Of course. Black—Sirius—he helped save me. Who knows what Wormtail would have done if he hadn’t been there? Of course I want to help him!”

“Excellent. Now, I assume you wouldn’t be averse to a small bit of subterfuge? No? Then we may proceed,” said Dumbledore. “Your role will be very simple: I want you to leave this office hidden within that marvellous Cloak of yours, and descend to the third floor. Once there, you are to reveal yourself and seek out Auror Peakesbury, whom you will remember operating one of the Dark Detectors from earlier this year. Call for help as you do so. When you find Auror Peakesbury—I do not believe she will be alone, but you are to focus your attention on her—relate to her the story you have told me this evening but, and this is the crucial part, you must leave out all mention of Voldemort himself and of Mr Black. Are you with me thus far?”

Harry nodded. It sounded like a reasonable enough way to obscure the role of Voldemort and of Black – Sirius – although Harry was still a bit unsure why Dumbledore didn’t want anyone to know about Voldemort. It seemed like the sort of thing Dumbledore, and Harry himself, should be shouting from every rooftop in the country, but Harry was sure he had a decent enough reason for it. In any case the plan Dumbledore had outlined contained enough of the truth that Harry thought he could easily sell it and play his part well even in his tired state.

Lying to the wizard police wasn’t something he’d expected to have to do, but then he hadn’t thought a teacher would kidnap him either.

“Excellent,” said Dumbledore. “Now, when you speak with Auror Peakesbury I want you to mention Peter Pettigrew. We shall use this opportunity to seed some doubt in the official explanation of the events which passed more than a decade ago. You will say that Quirrell referred to this wizard both as Wormtail and as Pettigrew—but not Peter. They interrogated you, sought to understand why you were able to survive Voldemort’s attack all those years ago. We will say they were part of a wider group hoping to resurrect Voldemort’s cause—but not the man himself. When you were unable to tell them what they wanted, Quirrell attempted to kill you, but was himself killed by a burst of accidental magic. With Quirrell dead, you were set free—and Pettigrew escaped. Freed, the very first thing you did was try to find an Auror. Do you think you can do this?”

Harry nodded. He’d never been much of an actor, but with the stakes so high he would have to do it. But Dumbledore’s plan seemed to leave out something very important.

“What about Sirius?” asked Harry. “How does he escape? How can we help him look more innocent?”

“My phoenix will take him on a journey through several highly public locations across the British Isles where he will be seen before disappearing again only to be seen miles away. This will, I hope, draw attention away from Hogwarts and introduce some doubt into his appearance here tonight. In the days to come Sirius will be seen abroad, his presence reported by someone I trust completely. Do not worry about that. There is another part of my plan that is mine alone to enact, and I will do so to the best of my abilities. It is, alas, the best I can do on such short notice. Were we to have Peter Pettigrew in custody, I think we could successfully argue Mr Black’s innocence.” Dumbledore smiled. “I am quite sure that once we are able to apprehend Pettigrew we will be able to secure a pardon, but for now…”

“It’s enough,” said Sirius. “Get me out, and I can find Wormtail. I don’t need him alive.”

“We still have much to discuss,” said Dumbledore sharply at Sirius’s statement. “Harry, would you go and carry out your part in this plan of ours while I speak with Mr Black? Quickly, now; there is not much time.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry. He stood and reached for his Invisibility Cloak, but before he pulled it on, he stopped and reached out to touch Sirius’s shoulder. “Thank you, again. I’ll definitely go get the Firebolt this summer. When you get the chance, write to me—I’ve got an owl, so I can write back. Good luck.”

“That means… more than you could realise, kid,” said Sirius. “Thank you.”

Harry nodded. He pulled on the Cloak and left Dumbledore’s office, going over the plan in his head as he did so.

Harry descended the rotating spiral staircase and headed towards the stairs which led from the Headmaster’s Tower to the rest of the school. Suits of armour still roamed the hallways, which meant Dumbledore hadn’t called off the search yet, and Auror Peakesbury should still be on patrol on the third floor. Harry wasn’t sure why, but Dumbledore had wanted him to find Peakesbury specifically instead of one of the other Aurors at the school. Dumbledore was meant to be one of the most politically powerful wizards in Britain – in Europe and the world, even – so he must have had some sort of reasoning behind his plan even if Harry didn’t quite understand the politics involved. There had to be some reason Dumbledore couldn’t do what he’d done for Hagrid the groundskeeper, some political reality that Harry was ill-equipped to understand, too lacking in information and context to even begin to unravel. There was something about the circumstances surrounding Sirius’s initial arrest that bothered Harry, too. Dumbledore had said, ‘mistakes were made’, after all, but he brushed it aside.

Too many problems, Harry thought, and not nearly enough time.

Harry avoided marauding suits of armour, vigilant ghosts, and the several Aurors on patrol as he descended through the castle. The castle was still in a state of chaos, and Harry even had to avoid several members of the teaching staff as he made his way to find Auror Peakesbury. Fortunately none of them seemed to be looking for an invisible schoolboy and Harry was able to avoid them all.

Harry removed his Cloak and stuffed it under his robes just before reaching the disused third floor corridor, and emerged to find it largely empty. A crusty statue of a humpbacked, one-eyed witch stalked the corridor, but no one living. Once Harry was sure it was safe, he started shouting.

“Help!” he shouted. “Help! I’ve been attacked!”

He quickened his pace, tried to get himself a little out of breath. At least he didn’t need to mess up his robes or hair – he still had Quirrell’s ash all over him, and his hair was always messy. Harry felt more than able to sell what Dumbledore had wanted him to.

After all, most of it was true. 

“I need an Auror!” Harry shouted. “I managed to get away, but I’ve been attacked!”

As Harry made his way through the disused third floor corridor the one-eyed statue followed after him, a menacing look in her eyes which Harry hoped was just her normal expression. He rounded a corner, still shouting, until he reached the Charms corridor.

At the other end was Auror Peakesbury and another Auror Harry only vaguely recognised.

“Auror Peakesbury!” he shouted. “Professor Quirrell abducted me from the dungeons—he was working with another wizard, he called him Wormtail. I managed to escape and I came right here…”

“Potter!” said Peakesbury. “You alright?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, I think so—they didn’t hurt me. Quirrell knocked me out and then took me under the castle. I don’t know where it was, but there’s a passage just back here—do you want me to show you?” he said. Harry let the words tumble from his mouth and hoped he’d managed a convincing portrayal of panic.

“Was it Black?” asked the other Auror before Peakesbury could reply. “Tell me quickly, boy.” The Auror looked towards each end of the hallway several times, then back at Harry.

Harry shook his head.

“No, it wasn’t—I’ve seen the posters. Quirrell called him Pettigrew. He didn’t look a thing like Sirius Black. I can describe him if you want—he was kind of short, had a pointy face, a bit like a rat…”

“What did they want with you?” asked the second Auror. “How did you escape?”

“They were asking me questions—I didn’t understand—they kept wanting to know how I survived Voldemort’s attack all those years ago,” Harry said. “I couldn’t tell them anything—I was just a baby—but they didn’t like that. They said—they said they wanted to make an example of me, prove the ‘cause’ wasn’t dead—and then—and then…”

“It’s okay, Potter. We’ve got you now,” said Peakesbury. She started to perform a sequence of spells on him. “You’re safe. What happened then?”

“Quirrell, he—he tried to kill me, but then I think—well, I’m not sure,” Harry said, taking as many short, quick breaths as he could, “but then—something happened. I think I—I didn’t mean to, I promise, but—I think I killed him. With magic. Accidentally, I didn’t have my wand… but he burned.”

Harry took a deep breath, pretended to calm himself.

“Then—and then—the other wizard, that Pettigrew or Wormtail or whatever his name was, he ran away. Opened up another passage, I’m not sure how—I wasn’t… but he got away. Then I came right back to look for an Auror; that’s when I found you! Please, you’ve got to look—maybe you can still find him—”

“You came straight here?” asked Peakesbury. “Straight away?”

“You’re absolutely positive it wasn’t Black, Potter?” asked the other Auror again. He seemed mostly unconcerned with Quirrell, or what had happened to Harry – unconcerned enough that Harry worried his acting wasn’t good enough.

“Yes,” said Harry firmly. “I’ve seen the posters, and the wizard with Quirrell wasn’t Sirius Black. I’ve been afraid he would—I mean, all year I’ve had to worry—I know what Sirius black looks like,” Harry continued. That was true enough, and Harry didn’t have to fake the worry, the anxiety, for that. “I came right here after Pettigrew got away. If you hurry I think you could still—”

“Maybe confundus, imperius,” muttered the Auror. “Blathering on about Pettigrew of all people… Did you check?” he asked Peakesbury.

“No indications. Just exhaustion and some anxiety,” said Peakesbury, “Which is perfectly normal considering.” She paused. “I checked, sir. C’mon, Potter—let’s get you to the Hospital Wing. Dawlish, why don’t you report in about Quirrell and the accomplice?”

Dawlish, that’s the one, thought Harry. He knew where he recognised the other Auror from now – he’d been one of the wizards to escort the Groundskeeper to Azkaban a few months before.

“Given what Potter’s said Black could still be at large in the castle,” said Dawlish. “I don’t think now is the time.”

Peakesbury stared at him.

“Dawlish, a Hogwarts professor abducted a student and is dead. He had an accomplice who escaped. There must be half a dozen Aurors in the castle looking for Black, who might not have even been here! If now isn’t the time, when is?”

The older Auror grumbled something too quietly for Harry to hear, and then strode away on his own.

“Sorry about that, Potter,” said Peakesbury. “Daft bugger wants to catch Black himself, it’s all he’s been going on about. You okay?”

Harry nodded. Truthfully, he was feeling more than a little tired, and wanted nothing more than to sink into his warm, soft bed in the dungeons – but he knew he was instead looking at spending at least the night in the Hospital Wing. And, although he didn’t want to admit it even to himself, what had happened under the castle with Quirrell still bothered him. The man had melted after touching Harry, and that was the least of Harry’s worries after today.

“Let’s go, then,” said Peakesbury softly. She guided Harry away in the direction of the Hospital Wing, one hand placed firmly on his shoulder.

Instead of thinking about anything, Harry trusted Dumbledore to see Sirius away safely or at least safely enough to avoid the Aurors and any Dementors sent along by the Ministry on the way, and just put one foot in front of the other as Peakesbury took him to the Hospital Wing. When they arrived, Madam Pomfrey made such a fuss that Harry wished he hadn’t gone, but sank into a deep sleep almost as soon as he’d got into bed anyway.

*

Very early the next morning, so early that light was barely filtering in through the Hospital Wing windows, Harry was woken up to the sound of Madam Pomfrey arguing with Dumbledore. When she saw Harry was awake, she marched off in a huff, and Dumbledore sat in the chair next to Harry’s bed.

“Harry, I am sure you have many questions. I will try to answer them,” Dumbledore said without preamble. He looked tired. “There may well be some I cannot, or will not, answer this morning, but I will do my best. Madam Pomfrey tells me you are still exhausted, and so I shall not keep you awake too long,” said Dumbledore, “but I made a promise to you yesterday evening which I do intend to keep.”

“Did Sirius make it away?” Harry asked first of all. He had dozens of questions about a wide range of subjects, but checking to see whether or not Sirius had managed to elude the Aurors seemed more important at that particular moment. Sirius had saved his life, after all, and if that had been the cause of his reincarceration…

Dumbledore nodded.

“Indeed he did, for now. Alas I cannot say whether this will remain the case, but we will see.”

“That’s good,” said Harry. He thought on which of his questions he wanted to ask first. He had so many, he wasn’t sure which of them was most important. Then it hit him – the first prophecy made by Trelawney. Voldemort had indicated it was why Harry’s parents were killed, and it seemed to be the very beginning of Harry’s involvement in all of Voldemort’s nonsense. The reason why Harry had grown up Muggle, without his parents – and with an unknown target on his back. That had to be the most important bit of knowledge he was missing.

“The first prophecy that Professor Trelawney made was why Voldemort went after my parents,” said Harry. “What did it say?”

Dumbledore sighed and closed his eyes behind his half-moon glasses.

“I shall tell you,” said Dumbledore after he opened his eyes, “but first I must contextualise prophecy itself. You see, prophecy is not destiny. The words of a prophecy do not describe the immutable, unchangeable future which will pass, but instead offer a brief and ambiguous look into one possible future. Do you understand? Many prophecies never come to pass, and others only partially. It is our choices that define who we are and what we become,” said Dumbledore.

“I know,” said Harry, “but it doesn’t matter what I think, does it? Voldemort thinks it’s important, so I need to know.”

“Wise words, Harry,” said Dumbledore. “If only wizards far older and more educated than you had understood this, the world would be a different place. Professor Trelawney—though she was not a professor then—uttered these words to me many years ago: ‘The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord approaches, born to those who have thrice defied him, born as the seventh month dies.  And the Dark Lord will mark him as his equal, but he will have power the Dark Lord knows not, and either must die at the hand of the other for neither can live while the other survives. The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord will be born as the seventh month dies.’” Dumbledore paused after he delivered the words of the prophecy, and Harry took the moment to think on the words themselves.

The Dark Lord’s equal, Harry thought. That outcome seemed quite far away from where Harry was sat in a hospital bed at school, having only escaped a weakened version of Voldemort because of Sirius Black and a strange bout of accidental magic.

“In the end, the words of the prophecy could only have applied to two boys—you, Harry, and your yearmate, Neville Longbottom. Voldemort hadn’t then—and still hasn’t now if what he relayed to you was true—heard the full contents of the prophecy. Nevertheless, on Hallowe’en in 1981 he decided to address it, and attacked you and your parents, the results of which are a matter of historical record, and which you yourself have lived every day since.”

Harry brought his hand up to his scar and traced it with his finger.

“Marked as his equal,” muttered Harry, an echo of his thoughts prior. It was poetic, if nothing else. Like something out of a story. “So, the prophecy is why I survived his killing curse?”

“That is a valid interpretation of the prophecy, yes,” said Dumbledore, although it seemed like Dumbledore didn’t believe that from the tone of his voice. “Again, I must stress that prophecy is not the same as destiny. I personally believe your survival that night was a result of old magic invoked by your mother’s sacrifice—a mother’s love, and a life given willingly, is a magic more powerful than any Voldemort can muster. Indeed, I believe it is the lingering magic from this sacrifice that protected you from Quirrell yesterday evening, and which protects you at your aunt’s home.”

Harry pondered that. Magic was complicated, and he’d barely scratched the surface when it came to magical theory. That there were fields of magic and magical phenomena far beyond anything Harry had heard ever of was something he didn’t doubt – the esoteric disciplines and all that guff people kept alluding to but never explaining – and if Dumbledore thought them responsible for his survival, that was good enough for Harry. At least for the time being. If his mother’s sacrifice had kept him safe – due to whatever strange set of circumstances – and was still keeping him safe, that was almost like… almost like one last gift from her. Something tangible.

Harry clung to that.

“But Voldemort believes in prophecy,” said Harry. “If Voldemort believes in divination, if he keeps on—what I mean is, he’s already come after me twice because of bloody prophecies and divination… so that means I can’t just ignore it, can I? I’m already marked.” Harry leaned back against his bed. “And my mum can’t—” Harry started to say, but the words caught in his throat. Whatever had gone on when he was a baby could never happen again, his mother’s lingering protection notwithstanding.

Dumbledore nodded.

“Indeed, a sacrifice of that nature can only happen once, even if its effects do linger,” said Dumbledore softly. “You cannot ignore Voldemort’s choices, that is true,” he said. “You can, however, decide your own.”

“If I have to make my choices based on what Voldemort is doing, am I really making my own choices?” asked Harry. Thinking about it gave him a headache. If his choices were constrained by Voldemort’s, he wasn’t really choosing – he was reacting. But if he ignored Voldemort and the prophecy then he would be unprepared for whatever it was Voldemort planned, and Voldemort would certainly plan something. “I can’t just ignore it, because Voldemort thinks it’s real so that would be stupid, but if I don’t ignore it then that means we’re both making the prophecy come true even though if we’d both ignored it, nothing would have happened. So then… What do I do?”

“It is a conundrum,” agreed Dumbledore. “I cannot make your choices for you, Harry. I can only inform and advise. Knowing what you know now, you must decide upon the best course of action moving forward.”

“But… Professor, everyone says that the only wizard more powerful than Voldemort is you. How can I have the ‘power he knows not’? I don’t know anything; I’m just a first year!”

The biggest irony was that Voldemort had been there teaching Harry the few offensive spells he knew – spells which certainly couldn’t count as the power he knows not under any definition.

“Try not to dwell on this, Harry. Prophecy and divination has sent many a wizard reeling into madness, and with little to show for it,” said Dumbledore sternly, and with an air of finality. “You must not lose yourself to this. These are not the circumstances under which I would have chosen for you to learn of this, but this is what has happened. Do not let this define you, or your future.”

Harry nodded. He didn’t think it would be quite as easy as Dumbledore suggested – prophecy was literally a definition of the future – but he saw the wisdom in the old wizard’s words. Even if Voldemort would come after him again and again, there was nothing Harry could do except be as prepared as possible. He felt determined to live his life in spite of what Voldemort intended to do, to be aware of but not defined by the prophecy… even if that was easier said than done.

“I can’t make any promises,” said Harry, “but I’ll try. I know he’s there, now. I know what I have to worry about. That’s… that’s enough.”

Despite Dumbledore’s insistence that prophecy was not destiny, Harry still remembered Voldemort’s words to him on Trelawney’s second prophecy, and felt it was important to relay them to Dumbledore.

“Sir, while I remember… Voldemort said to me about Trelawney making another prophecy. He said…” Harry paused to think of Voldemort’s exact wording, since that seemed important when it came to prophecy. “Yeah, he said, ‘Maimed and broken, dreams shattered, He will rise again. He will seek the Rat, and guard well the Book, and He will not be alone’. I know what you said about divination, but how could Voldemort ‘rise again’? I know he’s not really dead—I don’t understand what he is, but…”

“There are some kinds of magic so Dark that we do not speak of them,” said Dumbledore after a few moments’ silence. “It is my suspicion that Voldemort has used them to become what he is today, a form of un-life more pathetic than even a ghost and yet much more dangerous, and will use others in the near future to precipitate his return. You must trust that I will tell you more of this when I am certain, and when it is the right time. Can you do this?”

Harry shrugged. He had already figured out that it would take seriously Dark magic for Voldemort to come back to life, but it didn’t sound like Dumbledore would be forthcoming on that particular issue any time soon, so he would to agree to the old wizard’s terms.

“Yeah. I mean, yes, sir,” said Harry. “Can I ask, sir, why you don’t want to tell the Aurors or anyone that Voldemort is still around? It’s just… wouldn’t everything be easier if people knew?”

“We have no proof, none save the word of a—let me be frank—traumatised child. At least, that is how it would be seen. People—even those high up in the Ministry, especially those, perhaps—do not want to believe such a thing as Voldemort’s survival is possible. So they will not believe it. And I shall simply have to say—now is not the time. Not with the search for Sirius Black being as it is; not with the introduction of recent legislation; not with many things, too many to explain. Do you understand?”

“I suppose, yes, sir,” Harry said. It sounded like Dumbledore needed more time to find proof, time to figure out just how to play the angle. That was fair enough, Harry supposed, even though to Harry it seemed simple enough just to say, ‘Voldemort never died’.

“Good. Now, I am afraid I must be away to the Ministry. There is parchmentwork to be done, and a reckoning to be had, about the events of yesterday. If you have no more questions, I must go. And I daresay you could do with a bit more rest; dear Poppy said much the same thing to me already and it would be remiss of me to keep you from it any longer.”

“I think I understand everything,” said Harry.

He knew now why his parents were targeted in the first place, and he knew why Voldemort had taken an interest in him since. He knew about the prophecy, which Dumbledore was adamant didn’t describe a future set in stone, but which Voldemort believed in wholeheartedly, and the strange circumstances surrounding Voldemort’s rebounded killing curse. The nature of the old magic invoked by his mother brought up a number of new questions, but Harry thought he could use the Hogwarts library to answer those and in any case didn’t feel up to taking on more new information just that morning. Harry knew the truth about Sirius Black and Peter Pettigrew and was in fact one of only four people in the whole world who did — and he intended to do something about it, although he didn’t yet know what. Dumbledore had dangled some tantalising hints of stranger, Darker magic involving Voldemort, but Harry felt like he could tackle that at another time.

“Sir—before you go—Sirius said that Wormtail was pretending to be Ron Weasley’s rat. Do you think we should say anything?” In all of the chaos, and with the deluge of new information Dumbledore had brought him, Harry had almost forgotten Wormtail’s initial deception. He thought that if his pet had secretly been a murderous Death Eater in disguise, he would want to know.

“That you thought to ask this question is a great credit to your character, Harry,” said Dumbledore, “but unfortunately, I do not think now is the time to share such knowledge. We have no proof, and to play our hand so early could be disastrous to our cause. So, I would ask that you say nothing at all to Mr Weasley or his family on this. It is for the best, I think.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry, although it didn’t sit all that well with him. For the Weasley family to have hosted Wormtail for however long was an unsettling thought, but Dumbledore seemed certain of his course. “Thank you for telling me all of this, sir.”

Dumbledore peered at Harry for a few moments before smiling an unhappy little smile.

“I wish it did not have to be so, but as they say, knowledge is power. Now, rest.”

Harry nodded. Dumbledore rose from his chair and left the room swiftly. After a couple of minutes Madam Pomfrey swept into the room, robes twirling about her, to stuff Harry full of potions that left him drowsy enough that he sank back into a deep sleep.
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Harry slept through until the very next day, and when he woke, it was to Madam Pomfrey telling him he could join the rest of the school as soon as he was ready. She mentioned that the Aurors had wanted to speak with him, but that Dumbledore had seen to everything. Harry took the opportunity to leave gladly, having spent far too long in his opinion locked away in the Hospital Wing even though it had really only been for one day. He wanted to know how his friends had got back to the Hufflepuff Common Room, and to check in on his friends from Slytherin. Harry felt more than a little relieved that he still had a week to go until the end of term, since he hadn’t really gotten the opportunity to relax after his exams with everything that had happened and he wanted to spend a bit of time with his friends before returning to the Muggle world.

It wouldn’t be quite the relaxing week after exams that he’d had in mind, but after the days he’d had, Harry would take it.

He returned to the Slytherin Common Room and found that his classmates had organised a little bit of a party for his return. The upper years, and the prefects particularly, kept a watchful eye over the proceedings but mostly stayed away, leaving the first years and a few of the second years to it. Despite everyone wanting to know the details of what had happened, Tracey and Millicent managed to deftly steer the conversation away from that every time it started to go that way, which Harry found incredibly helpful. He decided he would tell both girls a partially edited version of events as soon as he could – just as soon as he’d worked out what exactly to tell them. He thought everyone else except for Ernie, who he wanted to let into the secret, could make do with the heavily altered story he’d given the Aurors, which had already circulated throughout the school by then anyway.

Harry spent the next few hours enjoying a simple and uncomplicated little party with his friends in Slytherin until the prefects shooed them all off to bed when it was, technically speaking, several hours after their bedtime. He settled into bed easily and, despite having spent the prior day sleeping, fell quickly into a deep sleep.

The next day, when he found an opportunity, he drew Tracey and Millicent away from the rest of the group to have a more private discussion. He did think about maybe including Blaise and Theodore in his tale, but something told him not to – Theodore especially, given the rumours about his father. In any case the two boys had disappeared somewhere else, and Harry couldn’t find them in the Common Room or the dormitory, so the decision was made for him. Most of the school had made their way out onto the grounds to enjoy the sun, so the castle was mostly empty. He’d managed to draw Ernie away from a particularly dense cluster of Hufflepuffs to bring him to the library where he thought it was a good, neutral, place to tell his tale.

Even so, Harry selected an especially out of the way alcove lined by shelves filled was especially dusty and disused tomes to tell his story. He knew that he could trust Tracey, and he was almost certain that he could trust Millicent and Ernie, but was wary of unwanted ears and wagging tongues from the rest of the school even though the library was nearly empty.

“What’s all this about?” asked Tracey in a low, quiet voice. “It feels very sneaky!”

“Er, well…” said Harry, “there’s a few things I left out when I said about what happened the other day.” He’d thought quite hard on what, exactly, he was going to say. He didn’t want to talk about prophecies just yet, so he was going to leave all that out of his story. He did want to tell his three friends about Sirius being innocent, since he felt like he had to tell someone just so that there would be at least a couple of people who’d stop talking about how dangerous it was that he’d gone free.

He launched into a truncated version of events, leaving out anything about either of Trelawney’s prophecies, although he covered most of the rest.

“So, Quirrell was working with Voldemort all year,” Harry explained. “On Hallowe’en it was Quirrell who let in the trolls. And get this, Voldemort was inside Quirrell, he was this weird face thing on the back of his head…”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Tracey swore loudly in Welsh and the colour drained from Millicent’s face, while Ernie spluttered out a bunch of incoherent mumbling.

“You mean You-Know-Who was in his head?” asked Tracey when she’d recovered. “That’s horrible! We spent all year…”

“So that’s why he wore the turban then!” said Millicent. “Because he had bloody You-Know-Who on the back of his head!”

“Well, I say!” said Ernie. “Now, that’s something you don’t hear every day!”

“Yeah, it’s really grim,” said Harry. “I felt sick when I saw it. But Dumbledore said no one should know about that yet, so I’ve only told you three. So, er, don’t tell anyone. I know it’s a lot to ask but…” He knew it was a bit much to process quickly, but he pressed ahead. “Anyway, Sirius Black was nothing to do with anything. He wasn’t after me, he wasn’t ever working for Voldemort—he was here doing a separate thing! He was after this other wizard working with Quirrell and Voldemort who was the one who actually betrayed my parents and killed all those Muggles!” Harry continued. “Sirius is innocent! He’s the one who helped save me from Quirrell! But the wizard he was after got away with Voldemort, so Sirius has to stay on the run. Dumbledore helped him, though.”

“No way!” said Millicent. “That’s mental!”

“But this means You-Know-Who is still… he’s still out there,” said Tracey. “I’m glad that Sirius Black isn’t after you—it must be a massive relief!” she said, and then she shrugged. “I’m not complaining because Dumbledore says he’s gone for now, right, but does this mean it’s all going to start happening again?”

Harry thought carefully about his answer, since he didn’t want to let anything out about the prophecies prematurely. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his three friends not to say. It was more that he didn’t want to change the way people looked at him, at least not yet, and maybe not ever. Talk of prophecies and destiny and all that had a way of changing people, and Harry wanted none of it.

“Dumbledore said he probably would come back properly eventually,” Harry said, “but he couldn’t say when. He doesn’t want us to say anything about Voldemort being back yet, though, to anyone. Honestly I don’t think he would have wanted me to tell you, but I had to tell someone… He said he still needs to find more proof and he wants time to prepare before forcing Voldemort to make any moves.” Well, Dumbledore hadn’t explicitly said that, but it felt like the truth to Harry. It was a sensible line of thought, anyway.

“Thanks for telling me,” said Tracey, although she didn’t seem all that thankful from the look on her face. Harry didn’t blame her, though. For someone who had grown up in the wizarding world, Voldemort’s return would be something quite terrible. Harry felt like that and he’d grown up blissfully unaware.

“I’m not thrilled by the news, I’ll be honest,” said Millicent. “But I think it’s better to know. Probably.”

“Me, too,” said Tracey.

“Thanks for … well, thanks for not going mad about it,” said Harry.

“Let’s wait and see how we feel tomorrow, eh chaps?” said Ernie, and then he gave a hollow little laugh. Harry gave a small smile in return, and the four teenagers drifted out of the library slowly.

At least some of his friends knew some of the circumstances surrounding Voldemort’s little conspiracy over the past year. Harry counted that as a win, and ignored the fact that he’d left out some key information.

If he’d learned anything over the past year, it was that sometimes, a wizard didn’t have to play every card in his hand just because he had them.

*

Over the next week, which was the final week of Harry’s first year at Hogwarts, he spent time with his friends lounging about near the lake, playing games, and generally just hanging out and enjoying the free time, even though his heart wasn’t completely in it and he couldn’t stop thinking about Voldemort and everything else. Still, Harry did manage to enjoy himself, and by the day of the end of year feast, he felt a little bit better about things.

Not that he had come to any sort of resolution. He hadn’t, and didn’t think he would for quite some time yet if there even was a resolution to be had, but each day became easier to manage. He could almost forget that there was a mad, not-quite-dead, wizard after him, or that he’d been kidnapped by a teacher, or that he’d had to help his wrongfully convicted godfather escape from the Aurors. Almost.

It didn’t seem to matter all that much by the time of the end of year feast, since Harry found himself sat amongst the other first year Slytherins much like he had every other day, although this time with the added excitement of Slytherin winning both the House and Quidditch Cups – and the anxiety of exam results being passed out.

True, Voldemort was a much worse anxiety, but it loomed in the distance like a shadow, an eventuality that would come someday, but later. The rather more prosaic concerns of a schoolboy wizard were at least right next to him to worry about. A comfort, in their own way.

The end of year feast was a long, drawn out affair, beginning earlier than dinner usually did so that the Heads of Houses could pass out exam results to their non-OWL and NEWT students, and to deal with any lingering issues that might occur from that. Snape, true to form, farmed out the job of handing out the little scrolls of parchment containing his students’ internal exam results to his apprentice, Mr Shafiq – which Harry thought was probably better for all involved. The first years in Viper group all agreed to open their results at the same time, and to share their marks with the group. Harry almost wished he hadn’t agreed to do that with the scroll right in front of him, but he couldn’t go back on it after already having agreed. That would look churlish, especially if nobody else did it.

“Everyone ready?” asked Daphne. “Okay, let’s open them!”

Harry opened the parchment scroll and looked over his results. He scanned for Foundational Skills first of all, as that one wasn’t marked properly but instead on a Pass/Fail/Distinction basis, and saw that he had been awarded a Distinction. Buoyed by his success, he tackled the rest of his marks, and found that he’d done really rather well.

“I got a hundred percent in Defence!” he murmured to himself, almost incredulous. He started to wonder who had marked his exam, since Quirrell was dead, but stopped himself before he started to dwell on it.  

Harry hadn’t reached quite so lofty heights in any of his other classes, but his worst mark ended up being History at sixty percent, which was still a pass and quite a bit better than he’d thought was going to do. Binns had made goblin rebellions into such a boring topic that Harry almost never wanted to see or think about goblins again, but at least it was over until the next year. He felt happy that at least he hadn’t failed anything. Of course, he wasn’t overly worried about what his aunt and uncle would think of his results, since he didn’t think they knew enough about the curriculum to be all that concerned. As long as Harry performed well in the spell-based disciplines he didn’t much care about the others and he thought he could sell that perspective to his aunt and uncle, too.

“Oooh, Harry, you did really well!” said Tracey, peering at his results scroll. “Eighty-two percent in Transfiguration! I’m jealous; I only got fifty-three!”

Harry went a bit red, then looked at Tracey’s scroll for something to say in response.

“Tracey, you got ninety-five percent in Charms,” he said. “And you did better than me in History…”

“But I didn’t get a hundred in anything,” she countered.

“Yeah, well,” mumbled Harry.

“I failed Charms and Potions!” wailed Vince. “I’ve got to go see Snape after the feast…”

“Oh, rough luck,” said Blaise. “You passed everything else though,” he said, “and look, you even got fifty-five percent in Astronomy, so it’s not all bad!”

“My dad doesn’t care about Astronomy,” said Vince. The large boy stared at the scroll in his hands, his face a vision of pure misery. Harry felt sorry for him, although wasn’t too surprised at the outcome.

“Well, there’s always next year,” said Blaise, his tone sympathetic, although Harry didn’t think he believed anything would really change. Wizards had a saying – can’t teach a troll to dance – and although Harry had no idea where it came from, thought it probably did apply to Vince and academics.

“How’d you get on, Theodore?” asked Harry.

“No complaints,” he said. “I did well enough in everything, but I knew I dropped a few marks on the Transfiguration essay, and I mucked up a bit in the Charms practical…”

Millicent peered at Theodore’s scroll and snorted.

“Bloody hell, mate, your lowest mark was an eighty-two! ‘Well enough’ my arse! Those are brilliant!”

Theodore went red and stuffed his scroll into his robe pocket.

“I did a lot of revision,” he mumbled, “and I bet I’m not the best in the year…”

“Ugh, I can’t believe I failed Transfiguration!” complained Pansy loudly from up the table. “That old bint hates me!”

“You should complain,” said Draco. He launched into a tirade of his own which Harry tuned out by focusing on the people closer to him as everyone swapped exam results, congratulated or commiserated with one another.

Soon enough Dumbledore stood up to commence the end of year feast, and the Great Hall settled into an anticipatory silence.

“We find ourselves yet again at the end of the school year,” said Dumbledore, “and this a year more eventful than usual. We have lost one member of staff to a nefarious and unwarranted attack, and we should pause here to mark the absence of dear Professor Trelawney who is yet to recover from her ordeal.” Dumbledore paused for a few moments before starting again. “We have lost another to betrayal and conspiracy, as you will all know by now, Professor Quirrell. I shall not dwell on the sad things, as today should be a day of celebration. Some among us will sit these benches for the very last time tonight, and we should mark their passage into the wider world with hearts full of happiness. So, to you all I say—well done, and it has been a pleasure to have you here with us!” Dumbledore started a polite clap for all the fifth years who had just sat their NEWTs and were ready to leave school before continuing.

“And so, too, are some among us at the very beginning of their journey through Hogwarts. To our first years I must say—you have all done well and we look forward to your return next year! Now, before we begin this last feast of the school year, there are still two little things we need to do. First, we must award the winners of the Quidditch Cup to its rightful owners, proven by their performance in the air. This year—in yet another consecutive win—the cup goes to the Slytherin House Quidditch team. Well done to Slytherin!”

The Slytherin table erupted into cheers at the announcement. Everyone already knew it would be Slytherin which won the House Cup, especially in light of the Quidditch Cup win and its massive point total, but Harry did have to admit it would be nice to hear Dumbledore say it and to see the decorations change.

When the noise died down Dumbledore continued.

“And, of course, we must award the House Cup as well. This year—again for the seventh year running—I must award the House Cup to Slytherin House.” Dumbledore waved his wand and Slytherin banners and flags unfurled across all the walls. The tablecloths, cutlery, plates and all sorts of other decorations switched from their usual colours to the silver and green of Slytherin House, and the Slytherin table burst into raucous applause. The other Houses joined in rather more sedately until Dumbledore gestured for them all to be quiet.

“And so, with all the business done—tuck in!”

As soon as Dumbledore sat down food appeared in the middle of all the tables courtesy of the Hogwarts elves, prompting the students to engage in a free-for-all to get themselves fed. Harry waited until his end of the table was a little less chaotic before helping himself to a bit of everything he wanted – he knew from experience that there was always enough for everyone, and he didn’t want to get jabbed in the hand by any errant forks.

Harry did just as Dumbledore had commanded and tucked right in to his meal. The general topic of conversation remained stuck on exam results, especially since several of the Slytherin first years had failed one subject or another and would have to see Snape after the feast. Those luckier students who hadn’t failed a thing, Harry included, rather wisely stayed out of the pity-party. Instead, Daphne and Theodore were comparing their transcripts in an attempt to see which of them was the top student in Slytherin that year.

“My average for the year was ninety-one percent,” said Daphne, “so you’d have to do really well to beat that.”

“Mine was ninety-one, as well.” Theodore shrugged. “So we’re both top this year.”

Daphne frowned, and then a few moments later her face lit up into a smile.

“Add them up again! But, this time we’re not going to round the scores…”

Theodore sighed but dutifully pulled out his results scroll to add up his marks again.

Harry shook his head at the both of them and turned to talk with Tracey, who was talking excitedly with Millicent.

“…letter from Mum this afternoon saying the baby did his first bit of accidental magic,” said Millicent in between mouthfuls. “I’m gutted I wasn’t there to see it! But, if he’s done it once…”

“Ooh, that’s brilliant!” said Tracey. “So you know his name is down for Hogwarts, now! Amazing!”

“Do babies that young usually do magic?” asked Harry. He hadn’t really been around Muggle babies, let alone wizard babies, so had no idea what they were supposed to do – or even what they did do. “What did he do, anyway?”

“Sometimes,” said Millicent, “but sometimes they don’t. Mum said he pulled the cat across the room!”

“Well, at least you know he’s not a Squib,” said Blaise. “Good on him.”

“Er, yeah,” said Millicent. She frowned. “Hadn’t thought about that… Well, he isn’t, anyway. I hope he does more when I get home!”

Harry listened to the rest of the conversation idly as he surveyed the Great Hall and took it all in. Tonight would be the last dinner he ate at Hogwarts before returning to the Muggle world, and he wanted to burn the image into his brain. His first year had been eventful, to say the least, but it had also felt more real than any other time of his life. He finally felt like he really belonged somewhere, and it felt wonderful.

When dinner was over and everyone had eaten their fill, Dumbledore stood to conduct a final performance of the school song, which Harry sung with gusto. He ended the evening grinning ear to ear as he ambled back to the Slytherin Common Room with the rest of the first years, his belly full, content.

*

The next morning after a rushed and hurried breakfast, Harry found himself with the rest of the boys in his dormitory scrambling to get everything packed before the train arrived to take them all to London. Since he hadn’t left the castle for Christmas, all his things were scattered throughout the dormitory and Common Room, and he had to spend rather a lot of time rounding them up.

The other boys weren’t faring much better which made Harry feel vindicated in his choices, although this time Draco had been prepared for Blaise to hide his things and had sorted them all out the night before while the rest of the boys were playing cards.

Harry had an additional worry in that he wanted to get all his stuff packed away into his trunk without letting the other boys in his dormitory know about his Invisibility Cloak. To ensure they didn’t find out, Harry had skipped out of the very end of breakfast to come back and stuff it in, but that meant he couldn’t unpack it whenever he found another item to put in – which happened frequently. It would have gone much easier if they’d spent a bit of time over the last year learning timed shrinking charms. Of course, the wizard-raised students didn’t have to worry about that, since their parents could do magic at home, but it would have been useful for Harry.

“I can’t wait to get home and go flying,” said Draco as he lounged on his bed watching the other boys pack. “Flying without Hooch telling me I’m doing it wrong, or going too high, or whatever nonsense it is she keeps on about.”

Harry didn’t bother to mention that Draco was doing it wrong. If he wouldn’t listen to Hooch it was unlikely he’d listen to Harry. And if he kept up the poor form it would help Harry gain a place on the Quidditch team after the summer, so it was wise to keep quiet.

“I can’t wait for the World Cup to start,” said Blaise. “Anyone else got tickets for it? I asked my mum to see if she could get tickets for the final but she hasn’t said anything yet. I hope it’s because she wants it to be a surprise.”

“Ernie got me tickets for one of the quarters in July,” said Harry as he stuffed yet another pair of socks into his trunk. “But no tickets for the final. I heard they were really hard to get!”

“Father got us tickets in the Minister’s box for the final, of course,” said Draco. “A perk of being personal friends with the Minister, you see. But otherwise you’re right, Harry. Tickets are very hard to get.”

With Draco behind him, Harry felt safe enough to roll his eyes. It was always that way with Draco: he could never simply participate in conversations without making everyone aware of how wonderful it was to be Draco Malfoy. As far as Harry could tell, most people in Slytherin, at least, knew not to be overly impressed, so why Draco kept at it was a mystery to him. It was as if he thought people didn’t already know what kinds of things having vault-loads of money could buy.

“I asked Dad to get us tickets for a couple of games, too,” said Theodore. “He’s usually good at getting stuff like that, although I don’t know whether we’ll get top box seats. Dad’s not really one to stand out.”

“We was going to go to the Cup as well,” said Vince, “but since I failed Charms and Potions I reckon my dad will say we can’t go.”

“Maybe he’ll let up since it’s not every day England hosts the World Cup!” said Blaise. “If not, that’s really rough.”

Vince’s grunt in reply was all Harry needed to know about what he thought of that particular suggestion.

“I thought it was a joint bid from all four Quidditch boards,” said Harry. “Since there’s matches happening in Ireland and Scotland as well.” He paused, and remembered Tracey. “And Wales, too.”

Blaise shrugged.

“You know what I mean! You’ve been talking with Tracey too much, mate. Anyway, the final is in the main stadium in England somewhere. They’re going to finish building it in a few weeks,” said Blaise. “Massive job, apparently.”

“Father said they’ve had five hundred wizards working on it for the last couple of weeks,” said Draco. “They say the grounds around the stadium will be the largest gathering of wizards in Europe for centuries. It would be the largest in the world, but there’s that city in India…”

That did sound rather impressive to Harry, although he didn’t really know how many wizards there were in Europe to begin with, nor how many usually gathered in one place. He hoped the match he had tickets for would be at the main stadium, just so he could see all the foreign witches and wizards gathered there.

“With that many foreign witches maybe you’ll finally have a chance, eh, Draco?” said Blaise with a snigger.

Draco huffed and threw a chocolate frog at Blaise, which hit him right on the head. Harry joined in laughing with Theodore and Vince while Blaise and Draco glared at one another.

Soon after that one of the prefects stuck his head through the door to hurry them up.

“Oi! Train’s leaving soon, so you lot better be ready!” shouted Shafiq. “Get a move on!”

Quick as he came Shafiq left, but he’d lit a fire under the five boys and they rushed to get all their things ready to go. Nobody wanted to be the one who held up the train for the whole school, after all. Not half an hour later they were all, along with the rest of the Slytherin first years and an assortment of cats, toads, and owls, waiting in the Entrance Hall with the whole school for the carriages to the train station.

The students had all been told to leave their trunks, and cages with pets in them, at the Entrance Hall doors for transportation to the train station later on. Unwilling to keep Agrippa cooped up in his cage for the entirety of the train journey home, Harry had let him out so he could fly himself home earlier that morning. Since there was still an Auror on duty for Dark Detection, Harry also wanted to spare his owl the indignity of being checked over – especially as after Sirius had escaped, and Quirrell had enacted his conspiracy, the Aurors had been much more aggressive in carrying out their duties.

Eventually the procession of carriages came to a stop on the lawns outside of the Entrance Hall and several members of the teaching staff started to herd the students onto them, starting with the first years. Harry noticed that unlike at Christmas, each carriage had bony, nearly skeletal, winged horses pulling it. Nobody seemed overly concerned, and most people didn’t seem to even notice, so he said nothing and climbed aboard the carriage chosen by his friends. Once he was safely ensconced within the carriage along with Theodore, Daphne, and Tracey, it pulled away from the castle and started along the road to the Hogsmeade.

“Are these horse-thingies new after Christmas?” Harry asked eventually, looking at the strange, almost creepy, creatures which pulled the carriages.

“They’re called thestrals,” said Theodore when nobody else said anything, his voice hesitant. “Only some people can see them, but they were here at Christmas, too.”

“Oh, weird,” said Harry. He’d never heard of thestrals before. He assumed they were the sort of thing one would cover in the magical creatures classes, but first years only did the standard array of subjects. He regarded the bony, winged horse-like creatures dubiously. He supposed they would have been perfectly well-trained, especially given that nobody had ever mentioned them before and most students didn’t appear to even know they existed. Even so, he couldn’t help but stare.

“I’ve never heard of thestrals before,” said Tracey. “Hogwarts is full of weird things, isn’t it?” she said with a little smile. “How do you even know if they’re in their field?”

“Only people who can see them can look after them,” said Theodore flatly.

Harry opened his mouth to ask what determined whether or not someone could see thestrals, but Daphne elbowed him in the ribs and loudly spoke over him.

“You know, when we leave at the end of fifth year after NEWTs, we don’t take the carriages,” said Daphne. “We go back over the lake instead, like when we first came. Isn’t that nice?”

Not being quite so oblivious that he couldn’t figure out when a topic was being forcibly changed, Harry nodded along and grunted in agreement. Truthfully it was kind of nice that leavers left the castle in the same way as they’d arrived the first time, but he did still wonder about the thestrals. What was it that made Theodore and Harry able to see them, but neither of the girls?

“Shall we take the same compartment on the train?” continued Daphne. “I was talking with Blaise and Millie earlier and we thought that we should try to get all of us from Viper group in one compartment on the train home. What do you think?”

Harry could have done without Draco, Pansy, and their hangers-on, but he shrugged anyway. The only other people he would have wanted to sit with on the train home were in Hufflepuff, and Hufflepuffs had the annoying tendency of doing absolutely everything together all of the time.

“Yeah, okay,” he said. “If we can find one big enough.”

Daphne giggled.

“Sometimes, Harry, it really shows you grew up with Muggles. The compartments change sizes depending on how many people you want to squeeze in!”

“Do they really?” he asked, almost automatically. He hadn’t noticed on the train journey to Hogwarts in the autumn, but then, there had only been four of them in the carriage and he’d had rather a lot of other things to think about.

Daphne giggled in response.

“Well, that’s settled then,” said Daphne. “We’ll find Millie and Blaise before we get on the train and we can all sit together. It’ll be nice because we won’t all be together again until after the summer!”

That comment soured it a little bit for Harry, who would have to spend the majority of the summer at home in the Muggle world – with the exception of one World Cup match – pretending that magic didn’t exist and that he’d been off at some normal Muggle school all year doing all of the normal subjects. He supposed he had done a bit of maths, and some Latin, but other than that…

The four teenagers fell into a more or less comfortable silence as the thestral-pulled carriage made its way to the train station in Hogsmeade. When the carriages stopped outside of it, they climbed down and sought out the rest of their friends before collecting their trunks from the platform. Daphne and Millicent raced on ahead to find a suitable carriage – or, rather, Daphne raced and pulled Millicent along by the wrist. Quite what the criteria was for a suitable carriage, Harry had no idea, since even the ones the two girls rejected all looked exactly the same to Harry. Harry stayed back with the others and took a much more ambling pace behind them.

When Daphne and Millicent eventually found a compartment about halfway down the train all of the Viper group first years filed in and spread themselves out on the seats. Vince wasted no time and immediately let his cat out of its carry cage, while Blaise lounged in his seat and took up at least two spaces as he did so. Harry sat himself down in between Theodore, quiet as usual, and Tracey, who had already got out a collection of glossy magazines to flick through over the journey. Her cat slept peacefully in its cage, which Harry thought was for the best as it didn’t get on with Vince’s cat.

Harry got out one of his Redwand books just in case the conversation turned to something he didn’t want to engage with but felt mostly content enough to just sit and listen and enjoy the journey home. Thankfully, almost everyone at the school had already run out of things to talk about in regards to Quirrell and Sirius, so Harry found most of the conversations that happened bearable.

After several hours everyone got up to change out of their school robes and back into robes again, but which were admittedly different in style and colour, and Harry did feel a little bit out of place as he pulled on his Muggle clothes and stuffed his robes in his trunk. Still, there was nothing he could do about that, since he would feel even more out of place walking through Little Whinging in robes and a wizard hat. It wouldn’t have been so bad if he couldn’t feel everyone’s eyes on him as the odd one out.

Still, it wasn’t long before the train pulled into King’s Cross and came to a stop at Platform 9¾, and once that had happened everyone was too busy saying goodbye and promising to write letters or meet up over the holidays to even notice Harry dressed as a Muggle.

Everyone eventually dispersed and went their separate ways. Daphne had dragged Millicent over to meet her little sister, Pansy had shot off to meet Victoria’s parents, and Theodore’s dad had arrived to talk with Draco’s father which meant Theodore trailed behind Draco as the wandered back to their parents, and Harry was left at the very edge of the wizarding side of the platform waiting with Tracey.

“My parents said they’d wait on the Muggle side,” said Tracey. “Dad wanted to practise blending in. Are you ready to go? We can go together, if you want.”

Harry nodded and picked up his trunk, then followed after Tracey. Walking through the barrier to the Muggle world was much easier than it had been the first or even the second time, and soon enough Harry had passed into the Muggle world once more.

He couldn’t help but feel that everything had gone a little bit more grey – almost as if some of the life had drained out of the world itself, or he’d stepped into an old photograph with faded colours. He knew that wasn’t how it worked, but something felt different. Harry shook himself off and looked around for his aunt and uncle, but couldn’t find them after a cursory look.

“Ooh! Harry, come and meet my parents!” said Tracey excitedly. She pulled him over to where a tall, thin man with a scruffy beard dressed in bell-bottoms and a garish, multi-coloured shirt stood next to a short, plump woman dressed in a smart Muggle business suit. “Harry, this is my mam and my dad!” she said. “Mam, Dad—well, you know about Harry.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Mr Potter,” said Tracey’s dad. He had a northern English accent, something Harry hadn’t expected at all, and deep, smooth voice. He leaned in to shake Harry’s hand and then whispered conspiratorially. “How’s my camouflage? Do I blend in well?”

Harry looked him over and didn’t quite know what to say, since the answer was a definite no. Perhaps he would have fit in a decade or so ago, but Muggles these days didn’t tend to wear things like that. At least, not any Muggles Harry knew.

“Don’t worry about answering my husband, Harry,” said Tracey’s mother, her accent not quite one he had heard before but which was recognisably Welsh. She sounded like Tracey but older and a bit more refined. “He knows full well that’s not how he’s meant to be dressed—I told him twice before we left—but did he listen? No, he didn’t! It’s lovely to meet you. Tracey’s told us lots!”

“It’s nice to meet you both, too,” said Harry.

“Ble mae Illtud a Ffrancis?” asked Tracey. “Gyda Nain?”

Harry hadn’t heard Tracey speak much Welsh while at school save the odd word here and there, since there wasn’t really anyone else to speak it with, but he supposed she normally did when she was with her family so he shouldn’t have been so surprised that she defaulted to it.

Even if he did have no idea what she’d said.

“We left them with Nan,” replied Tracey’s dad in English.

Tracey’s mother looked down at her watch and tapped her foot.

“We should get going. You know what Mam’s like with Ffrancis—she’ll be tearing her hair out if we’re any longer! Harry, it was so nice to meet you!”

“It was nice to meet you as well, Mr and Mrs Davis,” said Harry. “Tracey, I’ll make sure to write to you! Enjoy your holiday!” said Harry.

Tracey grabbed Harry and drew him into a tight hug, then left his side to stand with her parents. Almost immediately Tracey’s mother strode off to the barrier which separated the magical and Muggle sides of the station and disappeared beyond it. Just before she returned through the barrier, Tracey stopped to wave goodbye to Harry.

He returned her wave and then went back to looking around the station for his aunt or his uncle. He couldn’t find them. Instead, he found both of them, and Dudley too, waiting next to a bench just outside. Harry picked up his trunk and walked over to them.

“Sorry, my friend wanted me to meet her parents,” Harry said when he reached his family. He could wait to mention any of the … other … things that had happened over the year. His aunt would want to know, would dig and find out eventually, but…

“The train was early,” grunted Vernon. “We’ve not been waiting long. Let’s get back to the car, shall we?”

As the three Dursleys and Harry walked back to the car, Harry struck up a quiet conversation with Dudley.

“So, how was school this year?”

“Shit,” muttered Dudley. “Started boxing, though. I’m good at it. What’d you do?”

Harry paused, and almost had to stop walking as he thought of what exactly he could say. In the end, he kept it simple.

“Got kidnapped, killed a teacher, learned how to fly,” he said as casually as possible. He shrugged. “Just, you know, wizard stuff.”
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