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Summary: 
              Just as soon as Harry Potter had become used to being a wizard it seemed that everything had turned itself upside down once again. On the verge of his second year at Hogwarts School, Harry struggles to reconcile the knowledge that Voldemort is still out there - with followers to aid him - with Harry’s own desire to live his life as he sees fit. When a prestigious international competition comes to Hogwarts, Harry seizes the opportunity to test his skills. But with Voldemort having proven himself willing and able to orchestrate plots and schemes, Harry cannot help but see the Dark Lord’s hand in every strange occurrence.

            










1. Chapter 1 - Muggle Again
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Chapter 1 – Muggle Again
Harry’s return to the Muggle world had been exactly as awkward as he’d expected it would be. His aunt looked as if she were about to faint whenever he mentioned anything especially magical, such as flying or anything involving spellwork, but she did seem less upset whenever he mentioned potions – at least until Harry had mentioned Professor Snape and she’d gone all funny and left the room. A bit of an overreaction in his opinion, but that was Petunia.

Dudley had been almost completely absent over the few days since Harry had returned, and when he wasn’t, he avoided Harry. Harry thought that was probably fair enough given Harry’s vague descriptions of what had happened at school the previous year – he had killed a teacher, after all. That particular bit of news went down like a lead balloon when his aunt and uncle heard it.

“So, er, Dudley mentioned,” Vernon said after breakfast a few days after Harry had come back from Hogwarts, “that there was a bit of… er… a spot of…” He didn’t seem able to finish the sentence. Instead he just stared out the kitchen window at the dreary muggle scene beyond.

“And then there was that letter we received this morning,” said Petunia, taking over from Vernon’s failed attempt at broaching the topic of Harry’s end-of-year activities. “Apparently there was an … altercation … with one of your teachers?” She paused. “And, well, you know I thought this can’t be right, but the teacher is … dead? And the letter—the letter, it said that the teacher died because of something you did?”

Harry sighed. He hadn’t really wanted to go over the affair with Quirrell with his aunt and uncle, especially not in any real detail, but he supposed they did deserve some sort of explanation of it all. It wasn’t as if he could have kept it secret forever, after all. And really, with what Harry knew about Sirius Black being innocent and no longer a threat to the family, he thought it was probably a good idea to tell them about that, too.

The number of Aurors on duty had been reduced because of Sirius being sighted overseas, but Harry knew his aunt and uncle were still worried. The knowledge that Sirius would never be a problem again would go a long way to smoothing over everything else, Harry thought.

“It’s a bit complicated,” Harry said, “but… well… at the end of the year one of the teachers tried kidnapping me. He was working for—well, that doesn’t really matter. But it’s alright, because Sirius Black—you remember, the escaped convict?—helped to save me. And, er, the teacher died because of—well, it’s weird magic stuff, basically. And I don’t just mean weird to you, like, it’s weird for wizards, too. Even Dumbledore…” Harry shrugged. “So, er, that was what happened. I’m alright, though. Really.”

Petunia frowned deeply at Harry’s not especially explanatory explanation but remained silent for a few moments as she processed his words.

“And you’re quite happy to go back to school, even after … everything?” asked Petunia.

“And they’re happy to have you back there even after you killed a teacher?” asked Vernon at the same time.

“Vernon!” said Petunia.

Harry supposed both of them had fair questions.

“Yeah, I want to go back,” Harry said. “Really, I do. And it’s not—I mean obviously nobody wants students killing—but it was a really weird accident, it wasn’t technically my fault. Some sort of strange… things like this don’t usually happen, is what I mean. And there is a bit of good news as well—Sirius Black is actually innocent. So we don’t have to worry about him anymore. He didn’t betray my parents, or murder anyone or anything like that!”

Sirius had escaped from Azkaban, but as far as Harry knew that wasn’t actually a crime. Perhaps only because everyone thought it impossible, but Harry thought it still counted.

“Are there other schools you could go to?” asked Petunia. She seemed content to side-step the issue of Sirius Black for now, which Harry thought was probably fair. In the grand scheme of things, he was less important than Harry being kidnapped and then killing a teacher. “Perhaps it would be best…”

Harry shook his head. That was not going to happen.

“None of them are as good as Hogwarts. There’s really only one that would have me, and I don’t want to go there. And I want to stay at Hogwarts, anyway. I’ve made friends and it’s where my parents went to school and all my family on my dad’s side…” Harry said. “It feels right for me to go there.”

Petunia sighed.

“Heaven knows what you all love so much about that place,” Petunia said, “because from where we are it sounds like a death-trap. But it’s your decision and if you’re sure it’s safe…”

Harry nodded and jumped at the chance to crow about just how safe he felt there.

“It is,” he said. “I really don’t think any of the other schools would be safer.” At least at Hogwarts he had Dumbledore watching, and with Voldemort out and about in the world again…

“If you’re sure,” Petunia said.

“I am,” said Harry. “Do you mind if I go do my homework? I want to get a good start on it…”

Vernon grunted and Petunia nodded.

Harry got up and left to return to his room, although he had no intention of actually doing homework.

Harry knew both Petunia and Vernon were unhappy with the events of the previous year, along with Harry’s decision to remain at Hogwarts. He also knew they wouldn’t kick up too much of a fuss. And even if they did the Ministry would overrule them, as it was every British and Irish child’s legal right to attend Hogwarts – not that Harry wanted it to get that far. That seemed like the sort of thing that could irreparably damage the family dynamic, and he didn’t want that to happen.

Petunia, though, seemed eager to throw Harry into the deep end of the muggle side of things. Almost as soon as he’d settled back into life at Number Four Petunia managed to turn it all upside down once more with her proclamation that it was time for Harry and Dudley to get passports, as the whole family would be taking a holiday in Spain this summer. To do that they needed photos, which entailed a haircut and some nice new clothes so that they didn’t look ‘shabby’, and a trip to the passport office for a specially expedited passport because Harry had been unavailable earlier on in the year.

So a couple of days later Harry sat in the living room, dressed and ready to go, with Vernon – who alternated between reading the paper and commenting angrily at the television – while Petunia attempted to corral Dudley into accompanying them.

“We’ve never been abroad on holiday before,” said Harry. He’d been trying to figure out how to ask tactfully, but decided the direct approach was best. “I thought I wasn’t… allowed.”

Vernon grunted in response.

“They never said you weren’t allowed, just that it wasn’t a good idea,” Vernon said. “Your aunt agreed then. Now she doesn’t.”

“Ah, right.”

Harry knew there had been some sort of suggestion that he wasn’t supposed to leave the country, at least up until he received his Hogwarts letter. Harry supposed it had been for some sort of security consideration – that in the days after the Blood War ended, the Ministry didn’t want him where they couldn’t find him. Ironically, given that Voldemort was somewhere in the country doing whatever nefarious things Voldemort got up to, Harry thought it would now actually be safer for him abroad than at home.

“You should be grateful, anyway,” Vernon continued. “Some children never get to go anywhere.”

“No, I am!” said Harry. “Spain is meant to be great. I was just surprised, that’s all.”

Vernon folded his paper up and set it down on his lap. He had an odd, pained, look on his face which Harry belatedly recognised as Vernon trying to be sympathetic.

He looked constipated.

“After what happened at your… school last year,” Vernon said, “your aunt and I thought it might be nice to do something a little bit more—a little bit more…”

“Normal?” suggested Harry. “Well, thank you. I do appreciate it, really.” And he did. It was just a massive surprise. He hadn’t thought his aunt would try to go against the wizards’ rules, not after Flitwick, anyway.

Voldemort might have been out there, lurking and scheming, but Harry could almost forget that in the drearily comforting environs of Little Whinging. A spot of normalcy in a sea of strange occurrences.

Vernon grunted a response and returned to his paper.

It took Petunia another ten minutes to convince Dudley to get going, and the two boys were shepherded into the car to run the errands Petunia had planned for the day. Both boys needed a photograph for their passports, and then there would be a trip to the passport office in London proper for a special appointment. Harry could have done without all the fuss but, as it was the fastest way to get it done and he’d never taken a foreign holiday before, he wasn’t going to complain. Dudley, however, didn’t seem quite so tolerant.

“But why do we all have to go to the office, Mum?” he wailed. “I wanted to go out with the boys.”

“We need the photos done urgently, darling,” said a strained Petunia as she drove Vernon’s car into town – a rare event, as she preferred to be driven. “And we all need to be there for the appointment—it’s the law. It’s nice all being together, though, isn’t it? What with you both away at school last year…”

Dudley groaned loudly, which told everyone what he thought about that particular suggestion. It wasn’t exactly what Harry wanted to do with his day either, but it was a bit better than having to go with his aunt alone. At least with the two boys there Petunia would have to split her attention between them, and each of them could have a bit of a rest.

The two boys spent the rest of the morning being moved from one shop to another as Petunia ‘just popped in’ to several different shops for various reasons, as the appointment with the photographer wasn’t until the afternoon. By the time the appointment came both boys were well past bored and being fussed over by the photographer’s assistant sent Dudley over the edge.

“Mum, why can’t we just use a bloody photo booth?” he said angrily, swatting away the assistant with a thick hand.

“Oh, Heavens no!” said a scandalised Petunia with an embarrassed look at the photographer. “Duddy, darling, this is much nicer.”

Privately, Harry agreed with Dudley. It would have been faster and much cheaper to get their passport photos done at one of the many photo booths present in other shops, like Tesco and even the Waitrose his aunt liked to use, which also advertised that the photos were suitable for passports. Petunia, however, would never be caught dead using one, just in case Mrs Jones or Mrs Gupta or one of the other ladies from the street saw her. No, an expensive and time-consuming trip to a professional photographer in town was the only way Petunia Dursley could do it.

Eventually, with the photos taken and printed, Petunia, Dudley, and Harry left the photography studio to return to the car for their appointment at the passport office in London. Dudley fell asleep in the car on the journey into London, which left Harry with enough peace to stare out the window at all the muggle things they passed. The appointment itself went by smoothly, as Dudley didn’t have to do anything other than sit still for a few minutes while Petunia provided proof of identity for both boys, but his nap on the way into London meant that on the way back, he couldn’t get back to sleep.

Instead, he struck up a conversation with Harry, which he’d mostly managed to avoid doing since Harry’s return from Hogwarts.

“Is this what wizard shopping is like?” he asked Harry. “Or do they have magic and stuff to make it all go faster?”

Harry nodded.                                  

“Yeah, kind of,” he said, “but it’s all on one street, really, so it’s not… you know, like today. But in the shops you still mostly have to do the same thing—pick out what you want, and take it to the person at the till.” He shrugged. “Well—in the clothes shop I went in they measure you up for clothes, and the tape measures are all floating and stuff like that. And the clothes make themselves while you wait. Oh, and in the bank, you go underground on like a rollercoaster thing to get your money.”

This seemed magical enough for Dudley, at least, who nodded.

“I wish normal banks were like that,” said Dudley.

“All the people who work in the banks are goblins, too,” Harry added, since he hadn’t thought about mentioning it the first time. It was odd how quickly things like that became mundane.

“No way!” said Dudley. “Like, real goblins? With slimy green skin and fangs and everything?”

Harry grinned. 

“Nah, no slimy green skin or stuff like that. They’re basically just like small people. They do look a bit different, but…”

“Oh,” said Dudley. “That’s actually a bit boring… Mental, that real magic stuff could be so boring.”

“You’ve got no idea!” said Harry. Happy that Dudley was finally getting back to normal for Dudley, he launched into a full explanation of all the most boring and mundane parts of being at a wizard school such as Latin grammar, homework club, essays, and all the rest. That ended up in Dudley sharing school stories of his own, which filled time all the way back to Little Whinging.

*

Plagued by thoughts of Voldemort and prophecies and all sorts of things he would much rather not think about, Harry found himself searching for something else to do on Friday and ended up stood outside Stevie’s house holding his rather neglected football, wondering if he should knock the door. In the end, he did, and felt much happier when Stevie – late as usual – answered the door.

“Harry! Nice to see you, mate! Back from your fancy school in Scotland, then!” he said, putting on a terrible Scottish accent.

“Yeah, mate! Got back Sunday, but my aunt’s gone mental planning a holiday so it’s been non-stop since I got home!”

“Hang on—let me get my shoes and I’ll be back,” said Stevie. He let the door swing closed and Harry leaned against the house wall to wait for him. A few minutes later Stevie returned, this time with both of his shoes on and a light-weight jacket. He locked his front door and then gestured for Harry to follow him.

“School’s been much more boring without you,” said Stevie. “Sophia Thomas nearly cried when she learned you weren’t coming back though. Should have seen it!”

Harry did feel glad that he didn’t have to deal with Sophia anymore, but it was nice to feel wanted. He’d noticed a few of the girls at Hogwarts behaved as if they liked him, but he couldn’t be sure whether they liked him or the whole mythology around him, so he’d pretended like he hadn’t noticed at all. He didn’t think they’d let him do that for too much longer, but it had worked for a little while, at least.

Of course, even if he were interested in them, there was Voldemort to consider. Would it really be fair to any girl close to him to be targeted by Voldemort just because Harry liked her? Harry didn’t know the answer, but he did know he could spend hours and hours turning it over in his head without any resolution, so he thought it wasn’t worth thinking about, really. At least not yet.

“It was weird going to a new school,” Harry said. “But at least everyone else was new, too. Although some of them knew each other already…”

“Went to the same primary schools, did they?” asked Stevie. “I’ve never heard of this ‘Hogwash’ place though. Is it big?”

“Something like that. Loads of them had private tutors instead of going to school. Can you imagine that? Stuck at home all day?” Harry didn’t wait for Stevie to reply but carried on. “It’s really big! It’s in a castle in Scotland, so the school is massive, but there’s like… I don’t know… I think maybe around a thousand students there all in?”

“Blimey! That’s huge for a fancy-pants boarding school in the middle of nowhere! How come no one’s heard of it?”

Harry just shrugged. He knew full well why, because it was a secret school full of wizards, but that wasn’t a valid answer. He’d gone over the cover story provided to all muggleborns after he finished for the summer, just so he didn’t slip up, but even that wasn’t overly detailed and it went something like ‘Hogwarts is an alternative co-educational boarding school located in the Scottish Highlands’, which was basically not an explanation at all.

“Dunno,” Harry said. “You have to be invited, so maybe that’s why. It’s not really fancy, anyway,” Harry said, although he felt like it was sort of a lie. Hogwarts did have quite a lot of fancy things about it, but it was free to attend, and it seemed to Harry as if wizards just had a different sense of aesthetics going on anyway. But then, most of the things Harry was allowed to tell muggles were tinged with lies, so it didn’t seem especially egregious to leave out the four-poster beds, suits of armour, and all the rest along with the ghosts, man-eating spiders, and magic wands. “I mean, the uniform has a hat, and it’s a bit silly, but… I don’t know, the school is free and it’s not just rich people going there.”

“Is it weird living at school?” Stevie asked, seemingly satisfied with Harry’s explanations. “At least here we get to go home.”

“It’s actually not weird at all!” said Harry. “I couldn’t believe it either, I thought it was going to be, well, a bit shit, right? But it’s like… there are bits that feel like school, like the classrooms and the library, and then there’s all the other places in between where you can just go and do what you want. There’s a lake and a forest—we’re not meant to go in the forest, mind—and since it’s a castle, there’s loads of cool places to go. My dorm is in the dungeons, even.”

“Mad!” said Stevie. “In the dungeons? Isn’t that a bit…”

“It’s pretty cosy,” said Harry. He shrugged. “It’s weird how you get used to stuff, I suppose. I like going there, though. I do miss everyone at Stonewall—mostly—but… Hogwarts is good.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” said Stevie after a few moments. “It sounds alright, anyway. Glad you like it. Why’d you stay over Christmas? I checked with your aunt and she just said you stayed at school.”

Harry stopped walking to think about what to say. ‘That murderer who escaped from prison who was on the news all last year? I thought he was after me,’ probably wasn’t the best thing to say, but he also didn’t want Stevie to think he was avoiding his old life either.

“There was a lot to get done,” Harry said eventually. “They had me learning Latin, mate! I had to get on top of it, didn’t want to fail anything in my first year… Anyway, I’m hoping to come home next year.”

“Mate, bloody Latin! You said it wasn’t fancy, but it sounds like it’s basically Eton!” said Stevie, laughing.

Harry grinned. He didn’t mention that one of his friends had literally been at Eton before going to Hogwarts. Instead, he just shook his head.

“It’s not that bad! Let’s go to the park and have a kick about. I brought my ball; don’t want to carry it around for nothing.”

“As you please, Sir Harold of Potter,” said Stevie with a deep bow. “Anything for his Lordship!”

“Prat!” said Harry. He kicked the ball away. “Go on, get that!”

Stevie ran off after the ball and Harry followed him laughing. They spent the next few hours kicking the ball around the park, and Harry forgot all about his worries for a little while, at least. It was great to be a kid in a park in England, kicking a ball about with a friend.

Harry and Stevie stayed a few hours in the largely disused park until, when it started to get dark, Dudley and his friends turned up.

“Ugh, look—it’s Big D and his ‘gang’,” said Stevie. “No offence, I know he’s your cousin, but…”

Harry shrugged.

“He can be an arse,” Harry said. “What’s this about ‘Big D’ though? That’s what he’s calling himself now, is it?” Harry laughed.

“Started over Christmas,” said Stevie. “Going on about how he’s going to be a boxer, all that shit. His goons loved it, so it stuck. We should go, though. It’s not good to be stuck in their way…”

“He doesn’t give you trouble, does he?” asked Harry seriously. “If he does, I’ll get him to stop.”

Stevie shook his head.

“Nah, they’re not like that these days. They just go about wrecking shit, and look—Gordon’s got his baseball bat. You know what that Mrs Figg is like—if we’re here when they smash stuff up she’ll blame us too.”

Harry wasn’t overly worried about that, since if Dudley was accused of anything, his aunt would refuse to believe it, and she knew that Harry didn’t get up to things like that from experience, but he knew that Stevie’s parents were less forgiving when it came to accusations from neighbours.

“Yeah, alright. Should be getting back around now anyway for dinner.” Harry bent to pick up his football and started walking towards the exit from the park. On the way, the passed Dudley and his friends who were looking at the children’s play equipment to pick which bits of it to smash up.

“’Sup, Big D,” said Harry as he passed.

Dudley’s face went red and he frowned at Harry.

“Not going to say anything to Mum, are you?” he asked Harry, and nodded towards the bat.

“I don’t give a shit what you’re up to, Dudley,” Harry said truthfully. “I mean, it is a bit harsh—kids play on this, don’t they?—but do what you want. I’m not going to tell on you. Mrs Figg will, though. Anyway, dinner’s soon, and you know what Aunt Petunia’s like,” said Harry. “See you later, Dud.”

Harry walked away and gestured for Stevie to follow him. As they walked away, Harry heard one of Dudley’s friends, Piers – the one who went to Smeltings with him – ask him a question.

“Why’d you let him get away with cheeking you, Big D? Should have smashed his face in.”

“Well, he’s my cousin, ain’t he?” said Dudley. “Can’t go about doing that to family. He lives with us… Let’s get back to smashing shit. Who gives a fuck about Mrs Fucking Figg?”

Harry walked back with Stevie to about halfway between their two houses – it was slightly out of the way for Harry, since the park was closer to Privet Drive than Stevie’s street, but he felt like it was fairer that way – and then returned to Number Four on his own, carrying his football.

“Is that you, Duddy, darling?” called out Petunia when Harry stepped through the door.

“No, it’s me, Aunt Petunia,” said Harry. He went immediately into the kitchen, where he knew his aunt would be.

“Oh, Harry,” said Petunia, “did you have a nice time out with your friend? Stevie, was it?”

“Yes, Aunt Petunia,” said Harry. “It was nice to see him again after last year. We kicked the ball about in the park. It was fun.”

“That’s wonderful, Harry, dear. Did you see Dudley when you were out? It’s getting a bit late and dinner’s soon.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, I saw him earlier with his friends—you know, Piers and Gordon and Malcolm. I don’t know where they were going, though.”

“Thank you, Harry. Go put that ball away and then get ready for dinner,” said Petunia. As Harry turned to leave, she stopped him. “Oh, I almost forgot—my mind’s been somewhere else all day—but some letters arrived for you earlier,” said Petunia, and she whispered the next words as if the whole street might overhear, “by owl. I put them on the desk in your room…”

Harry smiled. That meant his friends had already decided to write to him.

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia! I’ll be back in a bit!”

Harry rushed upstairs to his bedroom, dropped his football somewhere he thought it was more or less tidy for it to be, and eagerly sorted through the letters on his desk. He recognised Tracey’s handwriting immediately and saw that Ernie had sent him a letter too – although unlike Tracey’s casual scrawl of his name on the envelope, Ernie had addressed it rather more formally. There was a third letter with handwriting he didn’t recognise, also formally addressed to Harry’s home, the envelope sealed with a Ministry of Magic seal.

He opened that one first, terrified he’d accidentally done something outrageously illegal and that he was to be sent off to Azkaban. The tone of the letter told him immediately that that wasn’t the case, so he kept reading.


  To Mr Harry Potter,



  We here at the Ministry of Magic deeply, deeply regret the situation which befell you this past academic year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. I am writing to offer my deepest and most heart-felt apologies for any undue inconvenience, bodily or psychological damage which may have occurred to you as a result of your ordeal. It is the office of the Minister’s most sincere desire that you be compensated fairly for the situation in which you were placed through no fault of your own.


Harry scanned the rest of the letter, since it carried on like that for another very long paragraph, full of platitudes and carefully couched ways of saying ‘we’re sorry our government is so incompetent you got kidnapped by Dark wizards while at school, and not even the Dark wizard we thought it might be’ without ever actually saying that, until he got to the point.


  It is for these aforementioned reasons that the Ministry of Magic (Department of Magical Games and Sports) would like to offer you tickets to this year’s Quidditch World Cup final, valid for three persons, to sit in the Minister’s Box for the duration of the game. Please find three (3) VIP tickets enclosed within this letter.



  Please do not hesitate to contact me for further information up to and including the date of the Cup final match.



  Regards,



  Personal Secretary to Ludo Bagman (Head of the Department of Magical Games and Sports),



  Esmerelda Jape


Harry set the letter aside and looked at his tickets.

Cup final tickets! Harry thought.

He knew at once he would ask Ernie to go with him, since Ernie had bought him World Cup tickets for Christmas, and it would be a nice way to say thank you. He put the three tickets inside his desk drawer so that they didn’t get lost, and then tore open Ernie’s letter.


  Harry,



  Sorry to bother you so early in the summer, but my dad wanted to sort out travel arrangements for the World Cup. We’re summering in the Cornish house since it’s more conveniently located for the Cup, you see, so Dad said he’ll pop over to pick you up when it’s time, easy as that. I wanted to ask you as well if you wanted to come stay for a week or so around the matches, if you’d like. No pressure! I know you must be wanting a well-earned rest after all that guff at the end of the year. The match we’ve got tickets for is at the beginning of August, so you can come visit just after your birthday, if you’d like.



  Let me know,



  Kind regards,



  Your friend, Ernest Macmillan


Harry thought that staying over at Ernie’s house – well, the Cornish summer house – would be great. It would be nice to see how wizards lived when not at school, and it would be a great diversion after a few weeks living totally muggle. He knew that sometimes, the all-wizarding families were a bit lax on the ‘no magic over the summer’ laws because apparently the Ministry only checked for the muggleborns, so maybe he would even get to practise a bit of magic while he was there. Petunia had booked the holiday already, so the dates were final – all he had to do was find out when they were back.

Harry thought it was lucky he had his own owl, and Agrippa needed exercise anyway. He supposed a trip to Ernie’s summer house, and then up to Wales for Tracey’s letter, would do the owl a lot of good.

Harry opened Tracey’s letter then, keen to see what she’d written, and so early in the summer.


  Hi Harry!


I sent you a letter already (I know we’re only a week into summer!) because next week, we’re off on holiday to Barcelona for two weeks and we never take our owl with us when we travel. Owls hate Portkeys! (And it’s a bit warm in Spain for her I think even if she flew over.) We’ll be going camping when we come back but we will take her with us then because we aren’t going far so I can still send letters then!

Anyway, I wanted to check in before we went and before our poor owl is knackered from all Mam’s last minute letters. Do you know anything more about your plans for the summer? I know you said you were going to a World Cup match which is really exciting! At least it’s something to keep your mind of all that bother last year, isn’t it? I always think it’s best to get on with doing things, especially fun things, when something like that’s happened. Well, you know what I mean, since nothing like that has happened to me before, thank God!


  I know it’s nice to see family again but I hope you don’t get too bored going full muggle again over the hols! If it gets too bad there’s always homework to do.


Oh and please let me know if you hear from your friend who helped out at the end of last year! Hope it’s all going well. The news has quietened down hasn’t it, so that’s a good sign! They haven’t mentioned his name in the papers this week anyway, and I’ve been checking because I knew you don’t get the Prophet at home. 


  By the way I love getting letters so don’t feel shy about writing to me! It’s always fun when an owl arrives and it’s got a letter with your name on it, isn’t it?



  See you soon,



  Tracey!


Harry found himself smiling ear to ear after reading Tracey’s letter. She could be like a whirlwind at times, but she was usually exuberantly happy, and it could be infectious – even through writing. The rest of the letter was really what he’d expected to hear from Tracey: a bit of concern, a bit of advice, and more information than he really needed to know about nothing in particular. He took out his parchment, ink and quill and wrote a quick reply to Tracey, as Harry didn’t think he needed any kind of specific dates or anything like that for his answer.


  `Hi Tracey



  I don’t mind the early letters, it’s nice to hear from people! My aunt is even getting a bit more used to owls coming ‘round now! You’ll never guess what: my aunt has got me a passport and we’re off to Spain soon, too! I think we’ll even be there at the same time. It’s mad though, she’s got us running about taking photos and we’ve got to go shopping for things all next week. She almost never gets like this. I don’t know what’s got into her.



  And there’s this! The Ministry of Magic sent me some tickets to the Quidditch World Cup final match as an apology for what happened at the end of last year. I’m taking Ernie because he got me those other tickets for Christmas so I thought it would be nice to do the same for him.



  I haven’t even started thinking about homework yet. I’ll get it done when I feel like I’ve had enough of a break!


I haven’t heard from that friend yet but I’m hoping to soon. I don’t know when he’ll get the chance really though, he was a bit busy the last time I saw him. 


  Harry


Harry didn’t feel bad about not asking Tracey to the Quidditch World Cup final. She didn’t really like Quidditch anyway, not in the same way that Harry and Ernie did, and she seemed like she had a lot going on over the summer anyway. He thought that he could have asked her to go, since he did have three tickets, but Harry thought it was fair enough for one of those to go to Ernie’s father. He scanned over his letter to Tracey for any spelling mistakes and to check whether he’d said anything stupid and then rolled up the parchment to get it ready to send.

Once he was done he rifled through his trunk for his money bag, which had some left over coins, and wrote a note to the Daily Prophet subscription office on a whim. Tracey had mentioned the papers, and although Harry wasn’t overly keen on most of the paper’s contents, he did want to keep abreast of the news on Sirius, and of course, look out for mentions of his own name. He felt like it was important to know what people were saying about him.

Harry moved over to Agrippa’s stand and nudged the sleeping owl awake. Agrippa shook his wings at Harry as if annoyed at the intrusion but nibbled at Harry’s finger affectionately anyway. Harry tied the letter to his owl’s leg and then opened his bedroom window.

“Take this to Tracey Davis, please Agrippa,” said Harry. “And this other one to the Daily Prophet offices in London.” The owl hopped off the window and took off into the evening air. Harry left the window open for Agrippa when he came back, then went back downstairs to see if dinner was ready.
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Harry had almost no time to sit back and relax as his aunt had seemingly planned out every day –down to the hour practically – right up until the whole family went on holiday. Petunia was able to go collect the passports on the Saturday after Harry’s first week back from Hogwarts, and after that, the only permissible activity for anyone at Number Four appeared to be holiday preparation.

Even Dudley had been roped into it, as Petunia had planned several days of non-stop shopping in London for clothes. Harry had suggested to his aunt that he stop by Diagon Alley to get some money to pay for his own things, but his aunt had given him a look which suggested he shove his money somewhere deeply unpleasant and he didn’t bring it up again after that. He supposed that was fair, since his aunt and uncle had always paid for his things before – with the one exception of tuition at Smeltings, which he knew now was because they knew he would one day go to Hogwarts. Even if they had made a big fuss about him not going when the time actually came.

Harry still didn’t see why they had to spend every single day doing something that he thought could – and should – be able to get done in just one afternoon, though. He thought it might be to distract him from Quirrell and Wormtail. After their discussion the other morning, Harry’s aunt had thrown herself into holiday preparation, spending almost a whole day flitting between travel agents in search of the perfect family holiday before she found what she was looking for.

He thought that she probably wanted to get Dudley under a watchful eye, too, since although she protested heavily whenever any accusations of wrongdoing were made against her ‘darling Duddy’, Harry knew she wasn’t totally blind to it.

The neighbours talked far too much for that.

“Duddy, darling, what do you think of this shirt for Daddy?” said Petunia, holding up a plain white shirt. “For the evenings? Harry?”

“I don’t care, Mum,” whined Dudley.

“Looks like a work shirt,” said Harry.

“I see what you mean,” said Petunia. She put the shirt back and selected another one, this time with a little pattern on it. “Is this better?”

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah, it is a bit.”

“Dudley, what do you think?” asked Petunia. “Nice for Daddy?”

“Yeah, whatever,” said Dudley. He huffed, and looked set to say something more, but stopped when he saw the withering look his mother was giving him. Instead he sighed deeply. “He likes the yellow ones when he’s off work,” he said grudgingly.

“Well I’ll get two of these and we’ll see if there’s anything in the next shop that would suit,” said Petunia, selecting another shirt from the rack and then handing the two of them to Dudley to carry.

“Over to the boys’ section now for the pair of you,” said Petunia, although she paused. “Well, maybe you’re both a little too old for the boys’ things… we’ll see when we get there. Come on, off we go,” said Petunia. She took off at a breakneck speed towards the section with the clothes for boys, leaving Harry and Dudley to follow her.

“This is so fucking boring,” complained Dudley as he followed Harry and his mother, his voice just low enough that Petunia wouldn’t be able to hear the swearing. Swearing was, after all, one of the few things she regularly and consistently punished him for.

“It’s not my ideal Saturday either,” said Harry. “At least there’s a holiday at the end of it.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Dudley.

Petunia stopped in the middle of the part of the shop where they kept all the boys’ clothes and looked around at the signs, one hand cradling her chin and the other at her hip, shopping bags dangling from it.

“Harry, you need new jeans and new shorts—please try to find a nice pair, won’t you? They’re all over there. Bring them to me when you’ve found some you like and we can see if they’re nice enough. Dudley, we need to get you new t-shirts and shirts and then we’ll see where we are then. Maybe some new jeans, too. This way, darling.”

Harry went off through the racks of clothes to go look for some jeans and shorts. He didn’t really know what he was looking for, and he was absolutely certain that Petunia would decide he’d picked the wrong ones, but he made a good go of it anyway.

At least he didn’t have his aunt looming over him criticising every choice he made right then and there like Dudley did. Harry felt thankful for the small mercies in life. As Harry picked through all of the clothes in search of something that he liked, and which he thought his aunt might like too, he realised he’d become so used to wearing robes that all the muggle clothes looked a bit strange.

Although robes were only required during lessons, everyone in Slytherin wore robes full-time, and wore the full range of them. Harry had noticed that quite a few of the students – mostly the muggleborns, but some half-bloods too – in the other Houses wore a mish-mash of muggle and wizarding clothes after lessons and at the weekends, but Harry had gone along with what his peers in Slytherin did, and that meant robes, robes, robes.

The shorts all looked as if his legs would be cold, compared with the longer robes he would usually wear, but Harry supposed that Spain would be warmer than northern Scotland. The only issue with muggle clothes, shorts especially, is that he didn’t have anywhere to stick his wand. He wasn’t allowed to use it willy-nilly, but Harry felt safer with his wand within reach. The problem was that all of the pockets were too small to fit a twelve inch bit of wood in them, and he wasn’t allowed to use – and didn’t know regardless — the spells required to enlarge them.

Harry decided that he would think about what to do with his wand later. He knew he was going to take it with him to Spain – no matter what either Petunia or Vernon said, Harry was a wizard and intended to take his wand with him just in case – and he could figure out where to keep it afterwards.

Harry picked out some shorts he thought looked nice, and then went to look at the jeans. He was still looking when Petunia came back over with Dudley.

“Have you chosen? I want you both to go try these on while I look for sundresses,” said Petunia. “Come on, we’ve got lots to do.”

Petunia herded Harry and Dudley into the changing area and then went off to the side to look for her dresses. The rest of the day went mostly the same way, with Harry and Dudley being taken to one shop after another to choose from selections of clothing that, to Harry at least, all seemed very much the same. By the end of the day, Harry had only managed to acquire one pair of shorts and a single, solitary t-shirt despite the frankly absurd number he’d picked out – and Dudley hadn’t fared much better.

“We’ll just have to come back in tomorrow,” declared Petunia on the way back to Privet Drive. “There’s lots to do before we go.”

“What do I even need new clothes for anyway?” complained Dudley. “I’ve got loads.”

“Some of your old clothes don’t fit,” said Petunia carefully, “and we’ve never been abroad before so there are some things you don’t have. And most of Harry’s clothes aren’t … suitable … so we’ve all got to get new ones. Even me and your father.” She paused. “And don’t complain. Some children don’t get anything at all.”

The next few days went by in exactly the same fashion until eventually Petunia was satisfied everyone had everything necessary for the holiday, and her preparations started to focus on packing and other things that fortunately didn’t require Harry or Dudley’s participation.

Harry’s Daily Prophet subscription had started to arrive by then, so Harry scoured it for any news relevant to him over breakfast every morning. The official story of what had happened at the end of the year had ‘leaked’ to the press somehow, of course, so several columnists had managed to put out inches and inches of words about that. Most of them seemed obsessed with the idea that Peter Pettigrew – or at least, someone impersonating him, as the prevailing theory seemed to be – had been working with Quirrell all year in a plot to kill Harry, although some seemed to think it had been Sirius pretending to be his murdered friend in some mad plan.

But the idea that Peter Pettigrew was alive and well, and up to no good, was at least out. Harry could be happy with that for the time being. Most of the rest of the paper was boring, at least to Harry, so he usually ended up leaving it at the breakfast table when he was done.

He’d noticed, after a few days of that, that Vernon had started reading it whenever he thought no one was looking.

In the time his aunt spent in her furious planning for the holiday Harry managed to send off a letter to Ernie to confirm when Harry was able to stay over, and he’d even received a letter from Tracey suggesting that they meet up on one of their days in Spain so that she and her parents could take Harry to the wizarding enclave in Barcelona. He’d already got the permission to leave for most of August from Petunia, but he hadn’t thought to ask about visiting Tracey in Spain. He brought the topic up the day before Tracey’s family was due to leave so that Agrippa would have the time to deliver his reply.

“Aunt Petunia?” Harry asked one afternoon while his aunt was packing and repacking their suitcases. “My friend Tracey from school will be in Spain while we’re there and we’re going to near the same place, and I was just wondering if on one of the days I could go on a day trip to the wizards’ village in Barcelona? It’s a good opportunity to see how foreign wizards live…”

Petunia stopped packing and then turned around the look at Harry.

“Just for one day?” she said eventually.

“Just for the day,” Harry confirmed. “Tracey said one of her parents will come and get me and then drop me off back at our hotel. I’ve met her parents before and they’re really nice.”

“Well, I suppose that would be fine,” said Petunia. “Did your other friend write back to you? About going to that—that World Cup you mentioned before?”

“That’s brilliant! Thanks, Aunt Petunia!” said Harry. “I’ll have to let Tracey know right away! Ernie hasn’t answered to my letter yet, but I said which dates were okay, and he’ll probably send the letter before we get back.”

“Run along, then,” said Petunia. “I’ve got a lot to do.”

Harry nodded and left the room to send Tracey his reply.

Within the fortnight, Petunia and Vernon bundled Harry and Dudley and their suitcases into the car early in the morning – long before it was even a decent time to be awake – for Heathrow Airport, and it was time for Harry’s first experience of muggle flying.

*

As it turned out, Harry found airports boring, and altogether far too busy for his liking. Heathrow was meant to be a particularly busy airport, he knew, but even so, the number of people milling about was insane. Just in the time that the Dursleys and Harry had been at the airport, Harry reckoned that at least twice as many people had come and gone than there were wizards in all of Britain and Ireland. Although he did think that was maybe more of a statement on how few wizards there were, it was still a lot of people to come and go from a place in just a couple of hours.

The scale of the airport was massive, and it was all dedicated to something wizards could do using broomsticks. On top of that most wizards didn’t even use broomsticks to travel internationally, preferring instead to use international Portkeys. Flying was mostly for pleasure or sport, with some domestic travel included.

Harry just couldn’t see how flying in a big metal tube could ever compare to flying on a broomstick. Not in convenience and certainly not in the thrill of it.

They’d arrived at the airport with more than enough time to get everything done, including check-in after a long queue, but that meant they had another hour or so of just waiting around until it was time to get on the plane. Vernon had slipped Dudley some money so he could go play arcade games and keep himself out of the way while Vernon sat at a bar having a few pints – with Petunia watching him like a hawk to ensure he didn’t overindulge – but Harry hadn’t wanted to join Dudley in playing games. Dudley didn’t share well, and video games had never been Harry’s cup of tea.

Instead, Harry wandered around the lounge looking through the various shops at all of the things, most of which seemed utterly pointless.

Who needs to buy a new suitcase before getting on a plane? he wondered after passing a baggage shop. He spent a good bit of time stood at the windows to watch the planes take off and land. It was impressive, Harry supposed, that a massive bit of metal could get up off the ground and fly people places without using any magic at all. He left the windows after a little while, already bored of watching planes come and go, and went back to dipping in and out of the various departure lounge shops.

“Now boarding flight…” called out the announcer, and Harry thought she had called out the number of his flight. He regretted not memorising the flight number, as it hadn’t been long or overly complicated.

Harry stopped what he was doing – browsing the Muggle fiction books at a WHSmith outlet – Harry pushed his way through the throngs of people in the departures lounge to find his aunt and uncle so they could board the plane. Rather disappointingly, boarding took an absolute age as well, as the long queue moved at a glacial pace.

By the time the Dursleys and Harry reached the front of the queue, Harry was well and truly bored of Heathrow Airport. The attendant gave only a cursory glance at each passport before waving the relevant person forward.

After having seen what passed for a procedure, Harry wondered why it was taking so long.

“Dursley, Vernon,” said the boarding attendant, and she gestured for Vernon to move forward. “Dursley, Dudley, Dursley, Petunia,” she said next, and then waved the two of them on. “Potter, Harry. Have a lovely flight,” she finished in a dull monotone, and then called on the next group.

The most exciting part of the whole process as far as Harry was concerned was crossing over to the plane on a weird little connector box, and that was only if he was being overly generous, and even then only because it had been a little bit bouncy.

“Have a wonderful flight!” said the smiling, perfectly coiffured stewardess in a smooth, practised tone whenever a passenger passed her by. “Thank you for choosing to fly with us today!”

Even finding their seats was less convenient than Harry thought it could be, as the tickets specified which seats everyone had to take, but people were let onto the plane in whatever random order they’d arrived at the boarding desk.

At least Harry got to sit by the window, as Vernon and Dudley chose two seats together on one side of the plane, with a third and fourth in the same row on the opposite side of the aisle being reserved for Harry and Petunia. The remaining seats eventually got filled in by strangers, but Harry didn’t think he would need to get up during the flight anyway, so he didn’t mind being penned in. He could, however, hear Dudley complaining to Vernon about someone being in the way. Not that it got him anywhere, since everyone had their seat numbers printed on their tickets and the plane was full.

Take off took longer than Harry had expected, with a sequence of safety announcements and demonstrations that went on forever. When take-off finally happened, except for a brief few moments where Harry could feel the plane move, it was less exciting than sitting in the car. Once the plane got high enough, it didn’t feel like flying at all.

“Is that it?” Harry mumbled to himself. Maybe he should have just arranged an international Portkey for everyone…

The one saving grace of muggle flying was that there was still a view visible – sort of – out of the tiny little windows. And it wasn’t windy, at least. By the time the flight had taken off it was mid-morning, and Harry watched the tiny little views pass by.

It was almost like looking at little paintings.

Halfway through the flight the stewards came around with little lunches for everyone, and Harry had yet another disappointment.

Harry glanced down at the little plastic container. Little compartments were filled with what Harry supposed was meant to be all the makings of a traditional English breakfast. The pieces were all there, after a fashion, so Harry dug in with only a little hesitation.

He found it soggy not very tasty either. He ate it all, because it was the only breakfast he’d get, but felt inexplicably sad afterwards. Breakfast did at least mark the halfway point of the journey, so that was something.

At least when the plane landed, and everyone had finally been able to get off it and into Spain, the weather was nice and it was still the early afternoon.

Harry perked up a bit as they managed to pass through passport control, keen to get out of the airport. Unfortunately all that passing through customs meant was that they got to mill about in the baggage claim area with all the other sweaty holidaymakers waiting to get their luggage. Dudley had slept on the plane, so was full of energy, but stood slouched against a wall sighing loudly. To her credit, Petunia simply ignored him.

“Once Daddy—your uncle Vernon—gets the suitcases we need to head right on out to get the bus they’ve put on for us to get us to the hotel,” said Petunia. “Then once we’ve checked in, the both of you can go swimming or take a look around the resort. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

It did sound a bit fun to Harry, at least all the bits after the bus journey and check in. Harry hadn’t been swimming in well over a year, and his aunt had chosen quite a nice hotel for the holiday, so he thought there would be more than enough to be getting on with, even if he had to do it all with Dudley in one of his week-long moods.

“And there’s a waterpark across the road from the hotel,” continued Petunia, “so we can go there one of the days, and I was thinking that we could probably get in a couple of day trips as well.”

Harry didn’t know about that – Vernon had been quite insistent that he would spend his entire holiday at the edge of the pool doing absolutely nothing at all, and Harry didn’t think he would make an exception for day trips. 

No matter how culturally enriching.

“How far is it to the hotel, Aunt Petunia?” Harry asked.

“About half an hour by bus, the brochure said,” replied Petunia, “but there will be some stop offs before us, so perhaps a little longer.”

Harry nodded.

“Dad’s got the suitcases,” said Dudley, moving from where he slouched against the wall with a sudden burst of activity. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Harry, go help your uncle find a trolley for the suitcases; I can’t for the life of me think why he didn’t get one first…” said Petunia.

Harry went to find an unattended trolley, although he felt sure the one he took had been claimed already. No one had said anything, so he didn’t care, and presented it to his sweaty, struggling, uncle. Harry helped him put the two heavy suitcases onto it and then re-joined Petunia and Dudley as they waited to board their transfer bus.

“Let’s be off, then,” said Vernon.

Vernon wheeled the trolley with the suitcases on it towards the arrivals lounge exit, with Harry, Petunia, and Dudley following. As soon as Harry stepped outside a strong wave of heat hit him. He hadn’t expected it to be quite so warm! It felt almost like standing in front of the fire in the Slytherin Common Room.

“This bloody heat!” complained Vernon. “It’s enough to give a man a heart attack…”

“The coach will be air-conditioned, darling,” said Petunia. “We just need to find it. I’ve got the number written down, let me just take a look…” She started to search through her over-filled handbag for all the documentation she’d written out the previous night until she found what she was looking for. Once she had it in her hand she strode off towards a bus, leaving everyone else to follow her.

They reached the bus and the driver loaded the suitcases onto the luggage area while Petunia, Harry, and Dudley found seats on the coach. Petunia sat behind the two boys, and Dudley chose to sit in the aisle seat to be out of the sun’s glare. As soon as they’d sat down, Dudley had turned in his seat to pester Petunia for his Gameboy, which she had in her handbag.

Once all the passengers and their luggage had been loaded onto the coach it pulled out of the airport’s bus station, and the representative from the holiday company stood up to make a few announcements.

“Okay, everyone! Welcome to beautiful Catalonia! My name is Christine, and I’ll be your rep today! I hope everyone is suitably excited to be here! Okay, we have three stops to make today and it should take us about forty-five minutes to get you all sent off to where you need to go. The local time is…” said the rep in an overly excited tone at breakneck speed. Harry tuned her out, and instead gazed out the window at the places they passed in the bus. He didn’t feel like talking to Dudley – and Dudley was more interested in his Gameboy anyway – and Harry found the views interesting.

Everything looked so different from England and wizarding Scotland – different plants, different kinds of buildings – and he wanted to see more of it. Even his aunt’s allusion to day trips started to sound interesting, and that was with the knowledge that she would have picked something neither Harry nor Dudley would have chosen to do themselves. Just being somewhere new, somewhere more interesting than Surrey, was enough for Harry.

Despite the painfully slow and horribly inconvenient muggle travel methods, Harry thought the holiday was shaping up to be really rather nice.

*

After about an hour, rather than the thirty minutes Petunia had quoted, the bus pulled up in front of a tall, gleaming-white building with signage indicating it was their hotel. A white-washed wall surrounded the grounds of the hotel, extending quite far in either direction as far as Harry could see. As well as signs of additional buildings – small villas mainly – Harry could see trees and other bits of greenery.

Not bad, he thought.

Vernon had Dudley and Harry help him into the hotel reception area with the suitcases. Inside everything with shiny white marble and polished metal, stylish but perhaps a bit gaudier than Harry had been expecting.

The three Dursleys and Harry were the only people checking in so the process went by quickly enough. After check-in and quickly dumping all the travel things in the room – one of the little villas with its own patio area set back from the main building – Harry and Dudley were sent off to explore without Petunia or Vernon, who had claimed a small area near one of the hotel’s swimming pools to lounge around. Harry wouldn’t have ordinarily chosen to spend his afternoon with Dudley – and he knew Dudley wouldn’t have chosen to spend it with Harry, either – but as neither of them knew anyone at the hotel, they settled into a holiday truce. Dudley would endeavour to be more or less pleasant, and Harry would try his very best not to make any rude comments, and perhaps they could manage to enjoy each other’s company.

Or that was the theory; Harry did worry about the execution.

They spent a little while playing with a beach ball in the pool until Dudley got bored and wanted to get out of sight of his parents.

“Let’s go see what there is to do,” Dudley said to Harry. “That rep said something about a cinema and go-karts, didn’t she?”

Harry shrugged.

“Dunno. I wasn’t listening.”

“Yeah, she did,” said Dudley. “I know because my Gameboy ran out of battery and Mum packed them in the suitcases so I had to listen. Let’s go get money from Mum and Dad and have a look about.” He swam away from Harry, leaving Harry to fetch the beach ball and follow him. By the time Harry got back to where his aunt and uncle were camped, Dudley was already drying himself off.

“Me and Harry need some money to go have a look about,” said Dudley. “You know, at all the things.”

“It’s a bloody all-inclusive holiday,” complained Vernon. “What do you need money for?”

“Not for drinks and food, Dad,” said Dudley slowly, as if he were speaking to – well, Dudley. “For the cinema and go-karts and stuff like that, that you have to pay for. Just in case we want to do it.”

Vernon grumbled something unintelligible and then rolled over on his sun bed.

“Pet, give the lads some pesetas, would you? Not too many, though.”

Petunia took some money out of her big ‘holiday bag’ and handed it to Harry, who had by then dried off and put on a t-shirt.

“Don’t lose it,” she said, and then after a few moments, “and have fun, both of you.”

“Thanks, Mum!” said Dudley. “Come on, Harry. Let’s go!”

Dudley raced off and left Harry to follow him. He didn’t seem to know where he was going, and of course he didn’t stop to look at any of the maps placed here and there around the hotel complex, so the two boys got nowhere fast. Harry didn’t mind so much – it was a good idea to figure out where everything in the hotel was, and it was better than skulking around parks in Little Whinging at any rate.

In Spain – muggle Spain – it didn’t matter that Harry had a ghostly Dark Lord out for his blood; it didn’t matter that he’d been kidnapped and that he’d killed a teacher; didn’t even matter that he was a wizard. He was just Harry.

On their way to nowhere the two boys passed a tennis court, a football pitch, and a crazy golf area. Harry didn’t think Dudley would enjoy playing tennis at all, although he could maybe be persuaded to have a bit of a kick-around on the football pitch if in the right mood. Harry made a note of its location for later on and continued to follow Dudley, who was dead set on finding the cinema and go-karts. Quite why Dudley would want to sit around inside watching films was beyond Harry, but if it kept him in good spirits Harry would put up with it.

When they eventually found the go-karts, it turned out that guests all needed to book a slot, so Dudley left Harry to do that while he stood around watching people drive around the track. Harry handed over the money, when he realised that he had no idea what any of the notes meant, and booked himself and Dudley into the next available slot for go-karting.

“That’s done,” said Harry. “Do you still want to go find the cinema?”

“Nah,” said Dudley. “Let’s go get something to eat and drink. There’s a snack bar near here, isn’t there? I saw on the map…”

Harry didn’t know, but he would usually bet on Dudley knowing where to find food, so he followed after him anyway.

*

After the first day, Harry settled into an easy holiday routine. He would get up early for breakfast in the mornings with his aunt, since neither Dudley nor Vernon got up in time for that, and he spent his days alternating between swimming, the occasional kick-about with Dudley, and the various other activities available at the hotel. On the fourth day of the holiday Petunia booked a trip to see ‘Spanish dancers’ in the evening, which wasn’t Harry’s cup of tea but turned out to be a nice night out anyway.

On the fifth day, a discreet owl arrived for Harry just after breakfast. Not Tracey’s usual owl, but a rental, he assumed.


  Harry,



  Mam’s coming to pick you up later at 11:45 (in the morning!) so be ready then! She can do Side-Along with you so don’t eat just before! If you’ve never done it before it might make you sick. You’ll need to fetch your wand but won’t need anything else.



  Tracey


“Can I run back to the room to fetch my wand, Aunt Petunia?” Harry asked quietly after the owl had gone. “My friend’s mum is coming to get me later to take me into Barcelona, and I need to bring it with me.”

They had agreed, in the end, on a compromise regarding Harry’s wand – he could bring it with him, and whenever they left the hotel he could take it, but while inside the complex, it would stay in the room. Harry thought that was probably as good as he was going to get, even if he thought he should at least be allowed to have it in Petunia’s holiday bag. What use was a wand he couldn’t get to, after all?

Petunia nodded and then gave Harry the keys to the room.

“Remember to lock the door after you,” she said.

Harry left the pool area and headed back through the little ‘village’ area and back to their villa to obtain his wand, and once he had his wand in hand, he felt much better. Safer, even. He felt much more like a wizard with a wand in his hand, even wearing a pair of shorts and a t-shirt complete with flip-flops. He rummaged around in his and Dudley’s suitcase for the summer robe that he’d packed – or rather, that his aunt had packed after Harry persuaded her it needed to come with them – and then rolled it up so it looked like a towel. He wasn’t completely sure what the Spanish wizards customarily wore, but he wanted to have a light robe with him just in case he’d stick out otherwise dressed completely muggle. Reluctantly, he slipped his wand into the rolled up robe so the muggles at the hotel didn’t see it.

While in the room Harry swapped his flip-flops for a pair of trainers, since he thought there would probably be a bit of walking to do, took out the small pouch of Galleons he’d packed for the day, and then left the room more or less as he’d found it. He wasn’t sure if Spanish wizards used the same money as the British and Irish wizards, but gold was gold and he felt like he could probably get it exchanged if not.

Harry made his way back to the bit of the pool where his aunt and uncle intended to spend their day to give his aunt back the room keys.

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia,” he said as he dropped the keys on her sun bed. “My friend’s mum is getting a Portkey over—there’s a designated spot near here, apparently, Tracey said in her letter last week—then she’ll come get me and we’ll Apparate in to Barcelona. Shouldn’t be too long now. Then I’ll be back in time for dinner!”

“How lovely,” said Petunia, although Harry could tell it was strained. His aunt never seemed to know quite what to say when Harry spoke directly about magical things. She was, however, much more comfortable with matters of etiquette. “Do be polite, and remember to say please and thank you, and make sure to say you appreciate her going so far out of her way to pick you up.” She looked Harry up and down. “That’s what you’re wearing?”

Harry shook his head.

“No, I’ve got a light summer robe rolled up here,” he said. “I’ll put it on over this once we’ve got there. It’s a nice robe—the witch in the shop picked it out for me, and she knows wizard styles, you see… so it should be fine.”

“Hmm.” Harry could tell his aunt wasn’t totally convinced, but as she was even more ignorant of wizarding styles than Harry, Harry assumed she had to let it go. “Well, remember to enjoy yourself. Oh, and say thank you to your friend’s mother—Mrs Davis, was it?—for me, please.”

“I will, Aunt Petunia.”

“Wonderful,” she said. Petunia brushed her hair from her face, adjusted her sun hat, and returned to reading her romance novel in the shade.

Harry leaned back on his sunbed and enjoyed the sun for a while, since he still had some time to fill before Tracey’s mum came to get him. When the time came for Harry to leave, Vernon and Dudley had only just down to the pool.

“I’ll see you later,” said Harry. “I need to go meet my friend’s mum.”

Vernon grunted.

“Remember what I said,” cautioned Petunia.

“What time will you be back, do you know?” asked Dudley. “I thought we could do go-karts again later, but if you’re not here I’ll go the cinema instead.”

Harry shrugged.

“I don’t really know what we’re doing or where we’re going. I’ll definitely be back for dinner, though.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Dudley. “See you later.”

Harry gathered his robe and wand, checked for his money pouch in his pocket, then made his way to the place he’d arranged to meet Tracey’s mum. He didn’t have to go far – it was an out of the way spot just outside the hotel and not too far from one of the Spanish Ministry’s designated Portkey stops.

He recognised Tracey’s mother immediately from the time he’d seen her at the train station, but even if he hadn’t, she was wearing a women’s summer robe that only sort of looked like a muggle dress and had a wand in her hand.

Harry walked towards her and gave a little wave.

“Mrs Davis? It’s me, Harry.”

She peered out at him through her dark sunglasses, then waved him forward.

“None of that ‘Mrs Davis’, Harry—we’re on holiday! You can call me Gwenllian. Or, well, maybe you can’t, so try Gwen instead,” said Mrs Davis – Gwen – once Harry had reached her. “Awful place for a Portkey stop, but what can you do? At least now I’ve been here once I can Apparate us away. Portkeys are such a pain, aren’t they?”

Harry, who had never travelled by Portkey before, didn’t know, but nodded along with her.

“All ready to go? Got your wand, some robes?”

Harry nodded.

“Okay, then grab my arm, my lovely, and we’ll get right to it. Tracey’s been dying to see you, you know.” Gwen stuck out her arm, and Harry took it. Within moments the world spun around him and he got sucked into the swirling vortex and spat out somewhere in Barcelona.
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“Edrychwch! Dyma Harry a Mam!” said an excited sounding voice as soon as Harry stepped — well, stumbled – out of Gwen’s Apparition vortex. He emerged onto a wide, sunlit boulevard bordered on its two sides by tall, ancient-looking, white-painted buildings. Wizards and other beings wandered the boulevard dressed in robes and clothes in a dazzling array of styles. Directly opposite the designated Apparition point stood Tracey, her father, a younger boy Harry assumed was her brother, and an elderly witch who must have been her grandmother. As soon as Harry righted himself Tracey rushed forward for a hug.

“Oh, it’s so good to see you! I know it’s only been a few weeks but when you see someone every day it’s strange when you suddenly don’t, isn’t it?” she said after she let go. “Anyway, this is my nana, Nan, and my little brothers, Illtud and Ffrancis. You’ve met my dad before already so we can ignore him.”

“Charming,” said Tracey’s dad.

“Er, hello,” Harry said. “It’s nice to meet you all. Thanks for having me!”

Harry had no idea how he would go about saying the elder of Tracey’s brother’s names, but at least the younger one — who looked to be about six or seven and hid behind his father’s legs, almost out of view – had a much easier name.

“Oh, don’t you worry about that!” said Tracey’s grandmother. “Gwenllian Apparates all the time—doing a Side-Along with you is no problem!”

“Mam’s right,” echoed Gwen. “It’s really no trouble at all, especially not for one of Tracey’s friends! And what with your family being muggles, it’s the least we could do to show you a bit of magical Barcelona! It’s just a shame the Spaniards are strict on muggles visiting or they could have come with us.”

Harry didn’t think his aunt or his uncle would have wanted to come – they were still a bit funny about the idea of actually going to or doing magical things, and Harry hadn’t wanted to press the issue – but perhaps Dudley would have found it interesting. Maybe not anything historical or cultural, but there was bound to be something fun and interesting that a muggle could experience, even if it was just looking at strange new creatures.

But then again, Dudley’s idea of a good time was sitting inside in the dark watching films he could see at home, so perhaps not.

“My uncle thinks a holiday is for sitting about and relaxing,” Harry said, “so he probably wouldn’t have wanted to come. They’re having fun back at the hotel, anyway; my cousin wanted to go to the cinema today.” Harry paused, and then remembered what his aunt had said. “Oh, and my aunt wanted me to say thank you from her for coming to pick me up.”

“It isn’t any trouble,” said Gwen. “I only had to pop over—none of that fussing about with cars! Honestly, it was no problem at all.”

“Are we still going to go to the zoo?” asked the elder of Tracey’s younger brothers, clearly completely uninterested in Harry’s aunt’s sense of decorum. “You said we could go to the zoo before we went home, and we’ve not got many days left.”

“We can go to the zoo today, if Harry wants to come,” said Tracey’s dad. “But we have a few other things we wanted to show him as well.”

“I don’t mind visiting the zoo,” said Harry. He thought the zoo could be fun, actually, although he did remember his last visit, which had ended in him accidentally releasing a snake from its enclosure by magic… after talking to it.

None of that today, Harry promised himself. He had control over his magic, now, anyway, so he didn’t think they’d see a repeat of the Birthday Incident.

“We can go to the zoo after lunch, then,” said Gwen. “But before that we wanted to go see the Vampire of Barcelona’s alchemical laboratory, didn’t we?”

Illtud mumbled something Harry didn’t understand and then shrugged.

“Don’t worry about the vampire, Harry,” said Tracey, “She wasn’t a real vampire. Well, we can see in a bit, can’t we?”

“Right, Harry, we just need to go get you checked in with the tourist board—it’s a little booth up here, then we’ll get going!” said Gwen. She led Harry towards the little booth where a witch sat at her station with an odd device. She took Harry’s offered wand, did something with her device, then gave it back without saying a word.

“Easy!” said Gwen. “It’s just so the Spanish Ministry knows that a British wizard entered the area.”

The itinerary sorted out, Tracey’s grandmother set off along the boulevard to wherever this ‘vampire’s’ laboratory was, leaving everyone else to follow along behind her.

Tracey’s grandmother led everyone away from the main thoroughfare and into narrow, rickety backstreets where the buildings hadn’t been painted quite so recently. She eventually stopped just outside a building that looked to Harry’s eyes exactly like all the others. It had a flat roof which Harry assumed was some sort of sun terrace, and shuttered windows which were closed against the mid-day sun. It was a bit shorter than the building to its right, and aside from a plaque attached to its door, had little to suggest it was in any way special.

It looked just like an ordinary house.

“This is the one,” declared Nan. “The Vampire of Barcelona’s secret alchemical workshop! In we go, come along.” She opened the door to the house and waved them in one by one. Harry followed Tracey inside, and when everyone was in, Nan shut the door.

The street-facing door led into a kind of reception, where a bored-looking wizard sat at a desk flicking through a book. Faded posters and glass cabinets filled with strange instruments and curios lined the walls, and an enchanted violin played music from a dusty corner.

“Tickets?” asked the desk wizard. “Or do you need to buy them…?”

Tracey’s dad stepped forward and took some money out of his robe pocket.

“Seis… boletos… por favor,” he said in what Harry assumed was terrible Spanish. “Many in today?”

The desk wizard just stared at him.

“There’s never many in,” he said eventually, and handed Tracey’s dad their tickets and took his money, which Harry noticed didn’t look at all like the Galleons, sickles, and knuts he was used to. “Enjoy the tour. Please remember no flash fotografía in the Cava.” He waved them off and returned to his book.

“We’ll go through the Blood Room first,” declared Nan, and strode off towards the right. “I’m only going to say this again for Harry’s benefit,” she said, “because the rest of you were told once and you know I don’t like to repeat myself. Enriqueta Martí wasn’t a real vampire of course; she was a relatively normal witch who was born in the late 1860s. She came to Barcelona and started working as a nanny for muggles, not because she needed the money, but because she wanted to use them as test subjects for her research, didn’t she?” Nan paused and looked at Harry.

“Er, right,” Harry said.

“Now, what she wanted to do was find a way to give muggles and squibs magic. None of her theories went anywhere obviously; it’s probably impossible. But her experiences led her to the study of alchemy! The muggles know her as a prostitute and a witch doctor, tell all sorts of tales, but—”

“What’s prostitute mean?” asked Illtud. “I don’t know that word yet.”

“Mam!” said Gwen. “We talked about this!”

Nan sighed dramatically.

“The muggles knew her as a self-employed entrepreneurial woman and a witch doctor, but she was much more than that! She was actually one of Spain’s most intriguing Dark witches. Her memory lives on amongst the muggles as someone who stalked the streets—in broad daylight mind you—stealing children to use their blood in Dark potions. They’re not entirely wrong either, are they, because… well, have a look at the walls in here.”

Harry turned to look at the walls, which had an array of different things hanging on them. He saw one painting of a muggle child strapped to some sort of table, with blood flowing from his arms into big glass jars. Another glass cabinet display showed the range of tools and instruments used by Enriqueta, while on another wall there was a poster explaining the purported uses of the blood Enriqueta extracted from her victims.

“So she used to kidnap muggle kids and drain their blood? What was it even for?” asked Tracey.

“One of her experiments—she used to do this one over and over again with little variations—was to drain the blood of a muggle child and replace it with magical blood—usually her own, but sometimes from volunteers. She thought that if she replaced the blood of a muggle with witch’s blood, the muggle might become magical, see. It didn’t work and she ended up with lots of dead children,” said Nan. She moved everyone along through the room to stand in front of a grisly muggle photograph of bones arranged on a table. “But she didn’t let that stop her, did she? Because she was a self-taught alchemist, she thought of lots of uses for bits and pieces of children. As a sort of side interest she used to try to see if she could make an alternative Elixir of Life without using a Philosopher’s Stone. Now there isn’t any proof that her techniques worked, but she did have quite a few wealthy clients who kept paying to get her out of trouble… And she did make some really interesting advances in some of the Darker fields of alchemy, like—”

“This is a bit gruesome for an afternoon walk,” said Tracey’s dad. “Are we really sure…”

“Oh, it doesn’t get much worse than this,” said Nan. “Don’t worry yourself about it. Anyway, we’re done with the Blood Room; it’s the most boring room anyway. And since Gwenllian is being a bit precious we won’t bother with the boudoir, although it does have an interesting photograph of Enriqueta with one of her more famous clients. But we shan’t be seeing that, now. Let’s be getting on!”

“You know how Mam gets,” said Gwen. She sighed. “And, you know, it’s really actually a bit better than the Neolithic caves in France, remember, so…” She shrugged.

Nan left the Blood Room through the door on the opposite wall to the one they’d entered using, leaving everyone else to follow her. Harry took one last look at the animated painting of a bloodletting grimaced before following after Tracey. He emerged into a short hallway with a staircase going downwards. A sign at the head of the stairs indicated it was the Cava the desk wizard had mentioned.

Nan directed everyone downwards into the cellar laboratory, which Harry had expected to resemble the dungeon potions laboratory back at Hogwarts, but which looked instead like someone’s grandmother’s tea-room – if grandmothers customarily kept alembics and other glassware instead of teacups and cake stands. It would have actually been quite cosy, if Harry hadn’t known the sorts of things that had gone on there.

“This is the most interesting room in the house!” said Nan excitedly. “This is where all the real alchemical work was done, isn’t it, and although most of Enriqueta’s work was, well, dabbling and not even particularly effective dabbling at that, as I said earlier she did make some advances. Most of her work is kept from public view, because of its Dark nature, but I was able to read her notes on the process of homuncular gestation, and it was inspired! Even though it was wholly morally and ethically bankrupt.” She turned and gestured towards Harry and Tracey. “The two of you’ll be having alchemy lessons this year, yes? So listen up. Enriqueta used her second job as a night woman to work on the theory—and practice—of gestating an alchemical homunculus in her own womb! It took her nearly twenty years, but—”

“Right, no, Mam!” said Gwen. “We can do the rest of the tour but none of this!” She gestured vaguely at the air. “You’ve got no sense of what’s appropriate!”

“Well, what’s the point of coming somewhere new without learning about the most interesting bits of magic there? Honestly, Gwen, with the way you carry on it’s like you don’t want the kids learning about magic!” said Nan. She mumbled something in Welsh and shook her head. “Magic isn’t just about Cheering Charms and Tickling Jinxes!”

“Mam, there’s a big bit of space in between Cheering Charms and whatever it is we’ve been learning about here!” said Gwen. “We’ll finish the tour—without any of your bits of trivia, thank you very much—and if any of us is even capable of eating afterwards we’ll have lunch and go to the zoo. Why I thought it was a good idea letting you pick our activity for the afternoon I don’t know…”

Nan led them through the rest of the tour offering only very toned-down bits of commentary and explanation regarding some of the tools they encountered and sometimes a little bit about the theory behind Enriqueta’s actions. Harry learned a little more about alchemy, although he did think Nan’s original commentary was much more engaging – even if it was disquieting on a number of different levels. The final room in the house-turned-museum was dedicated to the time after Enriqueta had allowed herself to be arrested by the muggle authorities.

“The muggles think Enriqueta was beaten to death in prison,” said Nan, “but we know that she only pretended to be killed. She spent fifteen months in prison doing God only knows what to the muggles there, and then transfigured one of the newer inmates to look like her, and then encouraged the others to beat the poor woman to death before Enriqueta herself escaped. She went right back to living in her house in the magical part of the city after that, until, oh, I think it must have been the 1930s when she just vanished one day. Nobody knows exactly where she went—some people think she fled to a village in Mexico because about a year or so after her ‘death’, children started to go missing there, but I think she actually—”

“Mam,” warned Gwen.

“Well, anyway, that was interesting, wasn’t it?” said Nan. “You know, I actually met her once when I was very young—a bit older than the pair of you actually—and you wouldn’t have known to talk to her that she was a Dark witch. Eccentric, maybe, but not the sort to—well, you know.” Nan waved her hand as a reference to the Dark activities Enriqueta had perpetrated. “You wanted to go to lunch next, didn’t you?” she asked. “Well, it’s not going to happen with us all standing about here, is it?” said Nan. She strode out of the room and back into the reception area where the desk wizard sat, still reading his book. He didn’t seem to notice them all leave.

It took Harry a few moments to readjust to the bright and hot Spanish sun after the dimly-lit museum house once out in the street. They had spent perhaps an hour in the house, so when they emerged it was the hottest part of the day.

Harry wished he’d brought a hat.

“My travel magazine says there’s a lovely little café not that far from here that serves a traditional Catalan menu,” said Tracey’s dad, “so I thought we would go there for lunch. Everyone happy with that?”

“It’s not going to be just fish is it?” asked Illtud. “I don’t want to eat fish again.”

“You like fish,” said Tracey’s dad. “Anyway, they should serve pork as well.”

“But I don’t want to eat it every day,” said Illtud. “We had fish three times yesterday—even for breakfast.”

“Harry, do you mind eating there?” asked Tracey. “We can go somewhere else if you want!”

Harry shrugged.

“No, that sounds nice,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve eaten traditional Catalan food before—maybe at our hotel but I’m not sure…”

“It’s all settled then!” said Tracey’s dad. “Let’s go—it’s just around the corner.”

‘Just around the corner’ turned out to be at least six streets away and in a different part of the Barcelonan magical enclave. The café was a squat little building with a rooftop terrace sat on its own at the edge of a small plaza with a fountain in in the middle. It looked to be filled mainly by local wizards and witches, many of whom were smoking something that released clouds of purple smoke.

“It’s very traditional,” said Tracey’s dad, “not the usual sort of tourist place. I read about it in my magazine—it’s got all the best information on unusual places, Harry—and I heard more from Estel’s neighbour, that Arnau fellow. He said it was the best place to eat in all Fila de Bruixes!”

“Well, we’ll see, won’t we,” said Nan.

“I’m sure it’s lovely,” said Gwen. “Let’s go have a look if they’ve got any seats for us.”

Once inside the café they were directed to the rooftop terrace by a buxom middle-aged witch with flowers in her hair. Menus appeared at the table once they had sat down, but Harry couldn’t read them – they were in Spanish, or maybe Catalan, but Harry didn’t know how to tell the difference or even if there was one.

“Tad, I can’t read the menus,” said Tracey.

“My Catalan isn’t very good,” said Tracey’s father, “but I memorised some of the popular dishes and I think I did well enough to be getting on with it here…”

“Worse than your Spanish?” murmured Gwen. “Well, go on then. I’m in the mood for some fresh fish, today.”

“I can order my own, thank you very much,” said Nan.

“Tracey, I think you’d like the tonyina en escabetx – it’s like a fish soup,” said Tracey’s dad. “Illtud, you didn’t want fish so you should have… well, they’re like sausages?”

“Iawn, Tad. Diolch!” said Illtud. “What about drinks?”

“Drinks as well,” said Tracey’s dad. “Harry, what are you in the mood for?”

“I don’t mind, really,” said Harry. “Maybe not fish, though. I’m not a big fan of fish…” The Dursleys rarely ate fish, preferring instead beef and pork and the occasional chicken dish, and Harry had never acquired a taste for it.

“Escudella, then. It’s a meat and vegetable stew—traditional, and very hearty. We had escudella with Estel a few nights ago, and it was delicious. Tastes like home, but with a nice Catalonian twist!”

“That sounds great, thank you,” said Harry. Harry thought it was hard to go wrong with a meat and vegetable stew, and at least the flavours and even some of the vegetables themselves would be different from what he was used to back in England – or Scotland.

Eventually a waitress came to take orders, and the food didn’t take too long to appear on the tables after that. Harry was pleased with his – well, Tracey’s father’s – choice. It didn’t have anything weird in it, which he had been somewhat dreading, and it tasted really nice. Tracey’s fish soup had an actual whole fish sitting in it, and Harry felt glad he hadn’t chosen that one. He was all for trying new things, but that seemed a little too far for his first foray into Catalonian cuisine.

When everyone had finished their meals, Tracey’s father ordered them all some desserts to share—something called pastissets, which turned out to be little pastries stuffed with a kind of jam Harry hadn’t tasted before and covered with sugar; and xuixos, which Harry thought were some sort of Catalonian twist on doughnuts.

“We are still going to the zoo, aren’t we?” asked Illtud when everyone was done and the conversation had died down. “Because I really wanted to see the dragons, and you did say we could go to the zoo after we did Nan’s thing. And, I think Harry would want to see the zoo as well. Everyone likes dragons, don’t they? You like dragons, don’t you Harry?”

“Leave Harry alone, Illtud,” said Tracey.

“I’ve never actually seen a proper dragon,” admitted Harry. “You don’t get many dragons in Little Whinging.” He had seen the dragon that burned down the groundskeeper’s house, but that had only been a baby dragon, and he didn’t think it counted. Not really.

“You’ve never seen a dragon?” repeated Illtud. “Mam, Tad, we have to go to the zoo! Harry’s never seen a dragon!”

“Yes, Illtud. We can go to the zoo,” said Gwen.

“Tracey! We’re going to the zoo! They’ve got a manticore there, did you know?” said Illtud. “And a whole nest of dragons!”

“Yes, Illtud, I knew. You’ve been telling me since last week!” Tracey said. “And they’ve got some karkadanns.”

“And there’s Nifflers we can go see, since Ffrancis is still a baby and we’ve got to do something for him, as well,” continued Illtud.

“A manticore?” said Tracey’s dad. “Is that safe?”

“It’s probably fine, Colin,” said Gwen. “The leaflet said they haven’t had an incident since the fifties so it sounds safe enough. Maybe it’s not the best thing to have in a zoo but they’ve got experience with it, so it can’t be that bad…”

“Hmm,” said Colin, although he didn’t sound convinced.

“It’s the only thing he’s asked us to do all fortnight,” Gwen added in an undertone. “We can’t not do it.”

After the meal and the dessert had settled, Colin went to pay for it while everyone else left the café and Gwen tried to figure out where the zoo was in relation to where they currently were.

“So, do we go down this road and then across to where we bought those bracelets? No, that doesn’t look right…” Gwen said as she stared at a map. “I can’t believe they’d put a zoo in the middle of all these muggles, but… Tracey, come and have a look at this, will you? I can’t tell where we are…”

Tracey moved to help her mother while Illtud pulled a worn leaflet from his pocket.

“The zoo isn’t in the city,” he said quietly, “it’s in the mountains. But, we can take a Portkey there from the main square place. I can’t remember the word, but—look, it says on the leaflet.”

Everyone—Gwen and Tracey, at least, since Nan had wandered off—ignored him. Instead, Tracey and her mother tried to work out where they were in relation to the map of the magical enclave included as part of their tourist package.

“I think we need to go back to the main street again, Mam,” said Tracey. “I don’t think where we are now is even on the map.”

“But I can’t even see a zoo marked on the map,” said Gwen. “Can you? The big tourist attractions should have a little interactive marker, look, I can tap with my wand to get instructions…”

“The zoo is in the mountains,” said Illtud again. “We have to go back to the main square and then there’s a Portkey.”

Nobody seemed to hear him. Illtud turned towards Harry and sighed.

“They never listen,” he said. He walked over to where Tracey and her mother were still arguing over the map. “Mam, mae’r sŵ ar dan y mynydd!” he shouted. “Rhaid i ni fynd i’r sgwâr!”

“Peidiwch â gweiddi, Illtud!” said Gwen. “There’s no need to shout at me!”

“Well, you weren’t listening,” said Illtud. “Look, the zoo leaflet has all the instructions. We go to the main square place on the big street and then we can get a Portkey to the zoo.”

“Let’s have a look at that leaflet, then,” said Gwen. She took the leaflet from Illtud and scanned it. “Okay, you’re right. We go back to the main boulevard from here, then we take a Portkey to the zoo. Where’s your father gone? Is he still in there paying?”

“I’ll go get him,” said Illtud. He ran back inside the café.

“And where’s Mam got to?” asked Gwen, looking around. “Can’t stay still for a minute…”

“She’s over there looking at the fountain,” said Tracey.

Gwen walked off to grab her mother, Ffrancis holding her hand, leaving Harry and Tracey stood outside the café alone.

“Sorry about all this,” said Tracey. “My family can be a bit… well, you’ve seen it.”

Harry shrugged.

“It’s nothing. You should see how Dudley carries on when he doesn’t get his way. And, I had a nice lunch. The alchemical lab was interesting, too. Your gran knows a lot about that sort of stuff, doesn’t she?”

“She knows loads about stuff like that!” said Tracey. “Sometimes her and Mam argue about it, since Nan thinks that more people should know about the nastier parts of magic. Not, you know, learning Dark magic, but—just knowing about the history and things like that.”

“That makes sense,” said Harry. Dark magic and the wizards who practiced it seemed to be everywhere, even in more subtle ways than Voldemort and his Death Eaters. “What was the thing with the—what did your mum say? The Neolithic—”

“Oh, yeah, the Neolithic caves in France,” said Tracey. “Nan and Mam had a really big argument about that when we got home because, basically, the cavemen wizards used to sacrifice muggles to use their blood in protective spells against Dark creatures and that. Like what Quirrell was telling us about in class, remember? It wasn’t really that bad—maybe a bit worse than what Quirrell said about—but I was only ten, and Illtud had nightmares about it… And Nan did go into a lot of detail. She even took us in to see the… oh, I forgot the word. Um…” Tracey shrugged, and then clicked her fingers. “The charnel pit! It was full of skulls.”

“Grisly,” said Harry. It didn’t sound like a very happy outing to go on during a family holiday, but it was at least a bit more interesting than their history classes. He would probably take it over the sort of thing his aunt wanted to do, as well. Cavewizards and sacrificial magic were more interesting than watching muggles dance, even if those muggles were mostly pretty women. “I like your family, anyway. You should see mine—my aunt’s neurotic and my uncle complains about everything. And with Dudley, you never know when he’s going to be normal or a complete arse. But, that’s families, isn’t it?”

Despite their flaws Harry didn’t dislike his aunt or his uncle and, although he would only admit it reluctantly, he didn’t dislike Dudley either. They were his family and he loved them, although he wasn’t about to get all gooey over it. Petunia and Vernon had done what they thought was best, bringing him up completely muggle and even at the very end of the charade, trying to keep him safe by keeping him out of Hogwarts. Harry even supposed that if they had told him about magic, he would have thought them both nuts and refused to believe it. They were also the only family he had ever known, and although if given the choice he would always choose to form a family with his actual parents, he knew there were worse situations to be in.

“Where’s your mam gone with Ffrancis?” asked Colin suddenly. “And Nan. Ah, there she is! Come on Gwen—we’ve got to get going so we can catch the next Portkey!”

Gwen brought Ffrancis and Nan back to the group, and then Colin led them all back through the side streets and onto the main boulevard, where Illtud took over and guided everyone to the Portkey stop for the zoo. Harry was usually not too enthused by the concept of zoos since they were just collections of animals that should be living somewhere else, although it was nice sometimes to talk with the snakes, but the idea of a magical zoo was quite a bit more exciting.

By the time they made it to the Portkey stop for the zoo, there was already quite a large queue of tourists waiting. Colin went ahead to get tickets while everyone else took a spot in the queue.

“You’ve never taken a Portkey before, is that right, Harry?” asked Gwen while they were waiting.

Harry shook his head.

“Well, it’s worse than Side-Along—you’ll feel like you’ve been spat out of something awful. But all you have to do is take hold of the Portkey with everyone else and it works just like that. Easy enough.”

“What is a Portkey?” Harry asked. “Is it, like, a specific thing? Or… what?” Everyone always talked about them, but no one had ever explained what they were.

“Secret Portkeys are usually bits of rubbish or things that muggles would find uninteresting or disgusting,” explained Gwen. “The Ministry uses Portkeys like that for the Quidditch World Cup, so all the wizards in an area can meet up at a designated place without having to find discreet places without muggles, and if muggles do see one, they should ignore it. But since we’re already in a secret magical location, this one could be anything, I suppose.” She craned her head to see over the people in the queue, but as she was so short, it didn’t do much. “I think this one might be a long stick. Like I said, they can be anything—it’s just a restricted spell, that’s all, so you can use it on literally anything you want, if you’ve got legal permission.”

“Right,” said Harry. “Thank you.” He stood up on his toes to check if he could see the Portkey, but some of the witches and wizards in the queue were wearing ridiculous hats and he couldn’t see past them. He supposed he would have to wait until it was time to take the Portkey to see what it was.

“We should go and see the dragons first,” said Illtud, “and then after the dragons I thought Tracey would want to see the karkadanns, and then we can go and see the manticore after that. Did you know manticores can talk, Harry?” Illtud didn’t pause for Harry to respond, and instead carried on talking at high speed. “And the leaflet says as well that they have jarveys and jabberknolls and even some mooncalves! I’ve never seen a mooncalf before! Have you seen one, Harry?”

“I don’t know what a mooncalf is,” admitted Harry. “I’ve not seen many magical creatures, really.” He paused and considered it. “Although, I have seen an acromantula. It was dead, though.”

“I hope I never see an acromantula,” said Illtud. “I hate spiders!”

“They live in the Forest at Hogwarts,” said Harry. “So, when you go, don’t go in.”

“I’m not going to Hogwarts,” said Illtud. “I’m going to… um… well, in English I think it’s just called Magic School, or something like that. It’s where we live.”

“I’m going to Hogwarts,” declared Ffrancis.

“Ysgol Hudoliaeth a Dewiniaeth Cymru,” offered Gwen. “It means—well, Illtud wasn’t wrong, really. Something along the lines of ‘The Welsh School of Enchantment and Witchcraft’. Translations aren’t exact.”

“Oh, right,” said Harry. “I think Tracey mentioned that before.”

“I want to go there instead of Hogwarts because I want to do my learning in Welsh,” said Illtud. “It’s important, isn’t it, Nan?”

“Oh, yes, very,” said Nan. “We should all have the option to go study in our preferred language! I wasn’t allowed back when I was your age—all muggleborns back then had to go to Hogwarts, even if they had another school to go to. But it’s different now, thanks to Gwen.”

“Oh, Mam. It’s not that big of a deal,” said Gwen. She turned towards Harry. “I work at the Office of Welsh Affairs at the Ministry, and one of the things we managed to get done was that if new muggleborn students have an invitation to go somewhere other than Hogwarts, they’re allowed.”

“That’s really good,” said Harry. “I only speak English but it must be hard for people to have to go to school in a whole new language. It was bad enough learning Latin.”

“It’s important for other reasons too,” said Gwen. “Like inclusion and diversity and—oh, look, the queue is moving! Hurry up, everyone! There’s Tad with our tickets! Come on, we don’t want to miss the Portkey!”

Gwen herded everyone towards the Portkey, and it was time to go when Colin got back. The Portkey turned out to be a very long wooden stick, and when he reached it, Harry copied everyone else and gripped it lightly.

“Uno… dos… tres!” counted the wizard at the Portkey stop. When the Portkey wizard finished counting, Harry was yanked into a spinning vortex. Then the world stopped spinning and, Harry found himself somewhere totally different – in the mountains north of Barcelona, where the air felt cooler even though the sun still felt hot against his skin.

*

Harry thought that he preferred to Apparate, but he supposed Portkeys were a convenient way for lots of wizards to travel at once even if it did make him feel sick at the other end.

The Portkey terminated at the top of a little hill overlooking the zoo compound. A low stone wall surrounded the zoo, which had been built in the mountain valley. A few dozen exhibits were sectioned off within the walled compound, most of which were visible from the high vantage point, and Harry could see dragons nesting in the largest of them.

“Must be hard hiding this from the muggles,” said Nan. “It’s a lot bigger than I was expecting. And with dragons, too.”

“I’m a bit more concerned with the manticore,” said Colin.

“Well, we’re here now,” said Gwen, “and the spells around the zoo feel solid.”

“Come on!” said Illtud. “Let’s go! What’s the point with all this standing around? We’re wasting time!” He set off down the hill.

“We’d better get going before he gets lost,” declared Gwen. She followed along after Illtud, leaving everyone else to catch up to them. Gwen attempted to enforce some sort of logical sequence through the zoo, but Illtud had other ideas, and instead zoomed from one exhibit to another in search of the dragons.

The zoo wasn’t quite filled to bursting, but a steady stream of witches and wizards thronged the paths and even the raised walkways connecting the exhibits. Harry heard more languages on his way to the dragons than he had ever heard at once before – and felt as if he couldn’t recognise any of them.

The dragons, which were on the opposite end of the zoo to where they’d come in by Portkey, were his first proper stop, which meant everyone traipsed through the zoo catching glimpses of the other exhibits before coming to stop at the largest enclosure full of dragons.

“The sign says these are Catalonian Fireballs!” read Illtud excitedly. “They used to live wild in the mountains here but now they’re only found in… in… cap… cat… Tracey, what does that word say?”

“Captivity,” said Tracey after reading the information on the sign next to the dragon enclosure. “It means, only in zoos and places like that. Caethiwed, yn Gymraeg.”

“Diolch!” said Illtud. “It says as well look that the zoo helps breed them—there’s eggs in the habitat now! Look! Can you see?”

The enclosure had been dug into the bottom of the mountain valley in which the zoo had been built, and a thick-looking segmented glass dome spanned the length and width of it. The dragons inside seemed unconcerned that they were being watched, and Harry thought he could see at least four full-grown Catalonian Fireballs. The females – which Harry assumed were the ones sat on the eggs – were bigger than the solitary male, and there were three of them inside the enclosure. Their scales and hide were blackened as if scorched by fire, and a series of pointed, triangular spikes ran down each of their necks.

“Those look very impressive,” said Colin. “I’ve never heard of a Catalonian Fireball before, though. They must be quite rare these days.”

“The sign says they nearly went extinct in the sixteen hundreds,” said Gwen, “but they were brought back by private breeders.”

“A nice thing to do but you wouldn’t catch me doing it, that’s for certain,” said Nan. “I’m all for conservation but maybe not in the back garden, isn’t it?”

“That’s so cool!” said Illtud. “Mam, what do you think I need to do to be a dragon breeder? Can you do it in Wales?”

“Well, you’d need good marks in Magizoology to start with,” said Gwen. “I know they breed Welsh Greens at the reserve… so if you do well at school, maybe you can be a dragon keeper.”

“I can do that,” said Illtud. “Look—there’s some baby dragons in there as well!”

They spent a few more minutes looking at the dragons in the enclosure until Gwen moved Illtud onwards gently. He raced off again in search of the manticore.

“We don’t have to go around together,” said Colin to Harry and Tracey. “You can go off and hang out if you want—just don’t go too far.”

“Okay, Tad—see you later!” said Tracey. She grabbed Harry by the arm. “Come on, let’s go this way—Illtud will be ages at the manticore and I want to see the mooncalves!”

“There’s karkadanns as well, you said? I wouldn’t mind seeing those,” said Harry as Tracey led him through the zoo towards the mooncalves.

The mooncalf enclosure was partially below ground, accessed by a submerged pathway lined with thick enchanted glass. The interior of the mooncalf exhibit had soft lighting designed to mimic the moonlight, according to the neat little sign at the entrance to the mooncalf habitat. Tracey headed right inside, and Harry followed. At first, Harry couldn’t see any mooncalves, just their little den. Once his eyes adjusted to the dim interior he could make out perhaps six odd little creatures that looked like goats with ridiculously long necks. Each of the mooncalves had a pair of big, bulbous blue eyes and pale grey fur.

“Ooh, look how cute they are!” said Tracey. “Don’t you just want to hug them?”

Harry wouldn’t have gone quite that far, but the mooncalves did look cute in a strange sort of way. He thought it might have been the eyes, since they were big and a nice colour. They made a strange sound – something almost like a low moo, but with a strange ethereal quality to it – and huddled together like a strange group of subterranean giraffes.

“What do they… do?” asked Harry.

“They dance!” said Tracey. “They make patterns in fields under the moonlight. Look, it says on the sign there. And they live everywhere! Aren’t they so cute?”

“They’re not even endangered or anything,” said Harry after reading the sign next to their exhibit. “So, they just live everywhere, and dance under the full moon? Mental.” It seemed ridiculous that such an animal would exist, but they did, and in numbers so great they were considered pests in some jurisdictions.

“Ooh, look, there are babies!” said Tracey, pointing at a group of tiny mooncalves playing together. “I wish I could take them home! But they only come out under the full moon.”

Harry and Tracey stayed with the mooncalves a while longer, until Tracey grew bored and left the exhibit through the opposite end. They emerged into a part of the zoo containing various kinds of magical reptile – including a large number of snakes, which Harry could hear chattering. Tracey went off to look at something called a snallygaster, leaving Harry stood by a massive terrarium filled with six foot long three-headed snakes called Runespoors.

Harry had always thought being able to talk to animals would be interesting – muggles wrote books and made films about it, even – and when he learned he could talk to snakes he was initially quite excited.

He quickly found out that snakes very rarely had anything interesting to say.

Most snakes were overly concerned with their next meal, or the best places to laze in the sun. All of his conversations with snakes – not that there had been many – had gone in much the same way. The snatches of conversation he caught from the Runespoors was rather more intriguing than any of that, however.

“We can’t just sit here all afternoon day-dreaming,” complained the right-most head of the Runespoor nearest to Harry.

“There’s not much else for us to do,” said the left head. “Could climb that branch again, I suppose. That sounds like something we could do.”

“We’re getting a new nest soon,” said the middle head. “Lots of branches… More space… I saw it.”

Harry looked around the terrarium for the sign explaining what Runespoors were. When he found it, he scanned it quickly.


  The Runespoor – native to the African country of Burkina Faso, Runespoors are unique for their prophetic ability and are known for having three heads. Runespoors will sometimes bite off their own right head for being too critical. They are extremely venomous and can grow to lengths of more than seven feet.


Harry looked around to check whether he was alone, and saw there was no one around.

“You can see the future?” asked Harry. As soon as he spoke the Runespoor — two of its heads, anyway – looked right at him, and regarded him with interest.

“Our middle head sees, sometimes,” said the right head. “And usually sits there uselessly, dreaming.”

“All you do is complain,” said the left head. “It’s not like you have any bright ideas yourself, it’s just pick, pick, pick with you.”

Remembering what the sign had said, Harry attempted to defuse their argument.

“I’m sure you’re all useful,” he said. “No need to argue. I’ve never met a Runespoor before.”

“We’ve never meet a speaker before,” said the left head.

“I’ve seen one,” mumbled the middle head.

“Imagined it, more like,” said the right head. “Head full of nonsense, you’ve got.” It looked at Harry with those inscrutable serpentine eyes. “Don’t have much to say, do you? What’s the point in a speaker who doesn’t speak?”

Harry thought that was probably a fair assessment from the Runespoor’s point of view. He just wasn’t used to snakes having anything interesting to say.

“How long have you lived at the zoo?” he asked.

“Forever,” said the left head. “We were hatched here.”

“We’ll always be here,” said the middle head. “It’s nice. Lots of food. People to see.”

“How does it work, then, seeing the future?” Harry asked the middle head. “Do you have to do anything, or does it just…”

“I see.” The middle head dipped in what Harry assumed was like a shrug, but for a snake. “I see you, and another,” the middle head started to say, before another, larger Runespoor slithered over and interrupted it.

“What’s this, then? A speaker?” asked the new Runespoor’s leftmost head. “You can’t keep this to yourself!”

“No one’s keeping me,” said Harry. “I can talk to you all. See? It’s fine!”

Soon enough Harry was faced with three separate Runespoors – with nine semi-independent heads – all wanting to talk with him. He’d never been so popular.

“Blood and venom,” hissed the middle head of the first Runespoor. “That’s what I see…”

“Can you get us out?” asked the left head of the second Runespoor. “We want to be free…”

“You just want to eat the fat little children,” admonished its right head.

“I see big snakes, hunters…” hissed the middle head of the third Runespoor. “Mmm.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you could talk to snakes?” asked Tracey, jerking Harry out of his conversation with the snakes. “That’s amazing! It’s so rare, there’s only been Salazar Slytherin and You-Know-Who… oh. I didn’t think about it like that, I’m sorry…” she said. “I suppose that’s why you never said, isn’t it?”

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah, something like that.” He knew that some people considered it a Dark ability, and even if that hadn’t been the case, it was another thing that linked him to Voldemort. It seemed like the sort of thing best kept to himself – and the snakes he talked to, he supposed.

It’s not like they can tell anyone, anyway, he thought.

“Well, I won’t say anything to anyone, I swear! But it is a really special ability to have… No wonder you’re in Slytherin! What are they saying?” Tracey paused. “If you don’t mind saying.”

“Most snakes only want to talk about food or sunny places to sleep, but these ones are arguing about a fair bit. That middle Runespoor wants to escape the zoo, and the one on the left keeps having visions and arguing about them with its other heads… Runespoors are probably the most interesting snakes I’ve ever spoken to,” said Harry. “They seem smarter… even if they’re a bit distracted by all their heads.”

“This one does not speak?” inquired one of the Runespoors’ right heads.

“We shall bite it if you remove the glass,” offered the left head of the first Runespoor.

“No, I don’t want anyone bitten,” said Harry, “and I can’t get rid of the glass, sorry.”


  “Disappointing.”


“What are they saying?”

“Erm, well, one of them has a head that wants to bite you,” Harry said. “Because you can’t speak to snakes.” He shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Well, it’s not your fault,” said Tracey. She moved a bit further away from the terrarium. “It’s still cool that you can understand them, though. But I do get why you never said. You shouldn’t be ashamed of it, though… I mean, not to say that you are, but you… well…”

Harry turned away from the snakes to face Tracey better. And he wasn’t quite sure how to control the ability, so he didn’t want to accidentally speak in Parseltongue.

“I’m not ashamed,” he said eventually. “It’s just not something I want everyone to know about, that’s all. I didn’t realise it was anything unusual until last year, and then I heard it was something only Voldemort could do, and it was just…” Harry shrugged. “But I don’t mind you knowing about it. We should move away from these snakes here, though—they’re getting a bit pushy.”

“Stay and we will See for you all afternoon!” offered one of the Runespoors. It may even have been an intriguing opportunity, if only Harry hadn’t already had his fill of bloody prophecies and Seeing.

“Er—yeah, okay,” said Tracey. She started walking away from the terrarium, and Harry followed her. “Who do you think you got it from, though? It goes in families, everyone says that. The Potters were never known for… well, I suppose maybe they didn’t want to say anything, but…”

“I never thought about that,” said Harry. “It has to be from my dad, though, doesn’t it? My mum was a muggleborn.”

“Well, I know that some people say muggleborns can’t have rare powers like that, but I don’t think it’s true,” Tracey said. “So I think it could be your mam. Or maybe it started with you!”

“Maybe I’ll ask my aunt about it,” said Harry, but he wasn’t sure he actually intended to. It was the sort of thing Petunia might know, but not want to talk about, and Harry didn’t want to rock the boat on what had been a rather nice holiday so far.

“I want to go see the karkadanns next,” said Tracey. “What do you think? Or we could go somewhere else, if you want—I don’t mind.”

“Er, nah—the karkadanns are good with me,” Harry said, glad Tracey had changed the subject. He wanted to have a look at a real karkadann, anyway. He assumed the game piece he’d seen, and the pictures in the books, hadn’t done them justice.

“Brilliant!” said Tracey. “It’s this way!”

The karkadann paddock was on the opposite side of the zoo from the dragons, and not too far away from the reptile enclosures. When they arrived, Harry saw a fairly large herd of karkadanns with perhaps as many as thirty individuals grazing near the middle of the paddock.

The books and even the photographs Harry had seen were totally insufficient in capturing the raw power, the primal beauty, of the karkadann. ‘Like a unicorn’ was a poor description for the beasts, which were less like horses and almost like bulls. Powerful forelegs with thick, rippling muscles led to a strong, broad head, atop which a ludicrously large and pointed horn sat at the very centre of their heads above the eyes. The females stood about a head shorter than the lone male in the herd and had shorter – but no less dangerous-looking — horns. They had short, dappled coats with a pattern that looked almost like blood-spatter, blotches of a deep red against fine silver.

Where Harry had read that unicorns exuded an aura of beauty and grace, the karkadanns gave off an almost palpable sense of awe, a feeling that rose in his chest and spread to fill his body. Watching the male look over its herd and raise its head to the sky felt almost, to Harry, like a call to war. A shiver ran up his spine and he had to look away before he inexplicably did something silly, like shout or try to roar like a lion.

“Karkadanns are amazing,” Harry said. “I’ve never seen anything like them!”

“They’re brilliant,” agreed Tracey. “You can see why African and Arabian wizards used to ride them in battles, can’t you? It’s meant to be really hard to get one to let you ride it. Of course, they kill their riders sometimes, if they don’t respect them enough…”

Harry glanced back at the herd.

“I can believe that. They look like they won’t take shit from anything.”

“The info board says that in the wild, they can sometimes fight dragons and nundus,” read Tracey. “It sounds like it would be frightening to see, but … the sort of thing you can’t look away from, you know? This is one of the only herds in Europe. They go all the way back to when the Moorish conquered Spain, look, it says. I’m glad we came to see them. I thought they would be prettier because they’re related to unicorns, you know, but they don’t need to be, do they?”

“I’m happy we saw them, too,” said Harry. Zoos weren’t usually the kind of outing he would enjoy, but wizarding zoos were full of animals he’d never even considered might exist. Where else would he have seen dragons, Runespoors, and karkadanns over the same afternoon? Even their visit to the museum earlier in the afternoon had given him things to think about, a window into a world of magic that his school lessons only gave the briefest of mentions.

In a way, he felt as if he’d been introduced to a whole array of new known unknowns – bits and pieces of knowledge that he was missing that he’d never known he was missing, that now he had a name for, and a concept of. It felt almost as if he knew nothing at all, and that even the things he knew he didn’t know would be dwarfed by the things he didn’t know that he didn’t know.

And he couldn’t help but wonder what sort of things Voldemort knew that Harry hadn’t known to think about. The gulf between the pair of them had never seemed quite so massive.

Harry and Tracey stood there watching the karkadann herd in silence for a little while longer, until the area outside the paddock filled up with other tourists wanting a look, too.

“Let’s go back and find everyone,” said Tracey eventually. “I don’t think they’ll still be at the manticore but with Illtud you never know…”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry. “What is a manticore, anyway?”

“It’s this really creepy magical creature. They’re as smart as people but they only really want to kill and fight, so basically nowhere treats them as Beings, only Beasts,” said Tracey. “I don’t think they should put them in zoos, honestly—but you can’t just let them roam about either because they’ll go after muggles…”

“That’s rough,” said Harry.

The pair weaved their way through the other witches and wizards on their way to find Tracey’s family, and Harry felt glad nobody seemed to recognise him in Spain. It was good to be anonymous. When they reached the manticore, Tracey’s family had already left and Harry didn’t feel like sticking around to gawp at an imprisoned being that wanted to kill him, so they left immediately to find them. After searching several of the other exhibits – the jabberknolls, the jarveys, and the Nifflers –Harry and Tracey found the rest of Tracey’s family at the edge of the hippocampus exhibit.

“Get on alright?” asked Colin when the pair of them returned.

“Yes!” said Tracey. “We went to see the mooncalves, and we saw Runespoors, and the karkadanns as well! The karkadanns were brilliant,” she said. “What’s here?” she asked. “Oh! Hippocampuses! Hippocampi? They’re so pretty!”

Harry leaned over the railing to have a look in the water. Hippocampi were, apparently, aquatic horses with fish tails. A bunch of them – a herd? A school? Harry wasn’t sure what the nomenclature was for something part horse and part fish – swam around in the water of their exhibit. A pathway led downwards to an underground to view the rest of the tank, but Tracey’s family had gathered around the above-ground viewing area.

“There’s some of these in the lake at Hogwarts, you know,” said Gwen. “The merpeople keep them. They’re not native, of course—they live around Greece and Italy mostly, according to the sign.”

“Muggle fishing and tourism is driving them out of their usual habitats, so this zoo breeds them,” said Nan. “That’s the story for a lot of magical creatures, these days. Nowhere to go, see. I don’t like zoos, I really don’t—creatures should be out in the wild, doing what they do—but zoos like this one do good work. It’s just a shame they have to.”

“I want to be a con… conts… costser…” he wrinkled his face and changed his tactics. “A cadwraethwr when I grow up,” said Illtud. “Not just for dragons, but everything. I’ve decided,” he declared.

“Fancy yourself the next Newt Scamander, do you, Illtud?” said Colin. “Well, keep at it, and I’m sure you can do it.”

“It’s getting a bit late,” said Nan. “We should be getting back for supper, and I’m sure Harry’s family won’t want him gone all day and night.”

Colin pulled an antique watch from his robe pocket and looked at it before nodding.

“Your mum’s right,” he said to Gwen. “We should be getting back, and we still need to catch the Portkey back to Harry’s hotel.”

“Oh, I was going to Side-Along him back, now that I’ve seen it,” said Gwen with a wave of her hand. “But Ffrancis is getting sleepy so we should be getting back. It’s not good for him to stay up late, you know how he gets…”

Ffrancis mumbled something in Welsh, and Gwen reached down to squeeze his shoulder.

“Right then,” said Colin, “off to the Portkey stop! Ewch!”

Tracey’s family and Harry made their way back through the zoo towards the Portkey stop on the little hill that overlooked everything while Illtud chattered about the various animals he had seen, with other parts of the family offering little bits of commentary. Tracey and Harry walked slightly behind everyone else chatting about nothing in particular, which Harry found to be quite nice. It was nice being – or pretending to be, at least – an ordinary wizard with concerns to match.

They made it back to the Portkey stop just in time for the next one out, and once again Harry found himself back in the main boulevard of Witch’s Row, the magical enclave in Barcelona. The street was a little less busy in the early evening, and although the air felt warmer than up in the mountains, it was cooler than it had been that afternoon.

The crowd around the Portkey back from the zoo dispersed once it had arrived back in Barcelona, Harry and the Davis family included. Gwen directed them all further down the main boulevard, and waved along Colin, Nan and the two younger boys.

“Give us a minute,” she said to Colin, who moved Illtud and Ffrancis along. “Tracey, you’ll have to say goodbye to Harry now; I’ll Side-Along him right after and Apparate straight back to Nan’s friend’s.” Gwen moved away to give them a bit more privacy, although she didn’t go quite so far as Colin and the rest of the family.

Tracey reached over and drew Harry into a big hug.

“Ooh, it was lovely seeing you!” said Tracey. “I suppose the next time we see each other will be at the station, or on the train. Well, there’s always letters but it’s not really the same is it?” She let Harry go.

“Thanks for inviting me,” said Harry. “I had a really nice time. It was fun, even the alchemy museum… mostly. And thanks for not being weird about the snake thing. I’ve never told anyone before…” He supposed that he hadn’t really told Tracey, either, but that didn’t seem to matter that much. She knew, and she didn’t seem to think it was anything especially bad.

“It’s just lucky we were here at the same time! And really it’s so easy to just pop over and grab you the wizard way that it’s no trouble at all! Well, it was never any bother for me since I didn’t have to do anything, but Mam Apparates all the time so she doesn’t mind doing Side-Alongs,” said Tracey. “I know what some people say about it, but it’s just magic, isn’t it? I think it’s really cool, and I won’t say anything to anyone.” She shrugged.

“Brilliant!” said Harry. “I’ll see you at the train, then. Have a nice rest of your holiday—tell everyone I said goodbye!”

“I will!” said Tracey. “They all liked you, I could tell! I think Mam wants us to hurry up now anyway, so I’d better get going. Have fun and I’ll send you a letter for your birthday definitely!” She joined the rest of her family and started waving at him.

Gwen came back over gestured to Harry’s robes.

“Probably best to get out of those and put your wand away. I’ll Apparate us to the Portkey stop, and you can see yourself back from there. Is that alright?”

“That’s perfect, thank you,” said Harry. He took off his robe and then rolled it up around his wand. “I’m ready to go.”

“Grab my arm then, my lovely, and we’ll get you back to your hotel.” Gwen stuck out her arm, and almost as soon as Harry grabbed it, he was sucked into the Apparition vortex and spat out at the Portkey spot near to his hotel. “Everything still attached?” asked Gwen. She looked him over and then declared him fit to leave. “It was lovely to meet you, Harry. You’re all set to get back?”

Harry nodded, and then remembered the pouch full of money he’d brought along to pay for things. He hadn’t needed it, since Tracey’s family had automatically paid for everything, but he would have felt rude to not settle up before he left.

“I’ve got some money here with me to pay for everything,” he said, but Gwen cut him off before he could finish.

“No need for that, Harry! It’s all sorted. We’d do the same for any of the kids’ friends, so don’t worry yourself about that. It’s very nice of you to think about it, but you don’t need to,” said Gwen immediately.

“Er, thanks,” said Harry awkwardly.

“Off you go then! Have a good time with your family,” said Gwen with a little wave. She watched him walk away, and then disappeared with a loud crack. Harry made his way back to the hotel which wasn’t very far away at all and headed right for their villa, since he knew given how late in the day it was that his aunt and uncle would be there preparing to go out for dinner.

He had to knock on the door since he didn’t have his own room key, and after waiting a few moments a red-faced Dudley opened the door and grunted at him.

“Harry’s back,” he said before returning to sit on his bed.

Harry stepped inside the air-conditioned room and gently shut the door behind him. Vernon grunted to acknowledge Harry’s return and went back to reading his newspaper. Petunia looked up from where she sat curling her hair and gave Harry a little smile.

“Did you have nice time with your friend?” she asked.

Harry nodded.

“Yes, it was really good—we went to a museum and then the zoo,” he said. “And we had lunch at a café in, um, I forgot what the Spanish name is but in English it’s called Witch’s Row.”

“Oh, how lovely,” said Petunia. “I hope you were polite and minded your manners—you know what I always say about rudeness.”

“Yes, Aunt Petunia,” said Harry. “I remembered to say thank you and I was always polite. And Tracey’s mum didn’t mind picking me up, since it’s really easy for wizards to get around. The zoo wasn’t even in Barcelona—it was all the way out in the mountains!”

“Wonderful,” said Petunia. She turned back to the mirror and started doing her hair again. “Hurry up and have a shower—I’ve laid out your clothes ready on your bed—and we can get going for dinner.”

“I didn’t think wizards would have zoos,” said Dudley. “It’s not normal animals and that, is it?”

“Nah,” said Harry. “This one had dragons and karkadanns and three-headed snakes, stuff like that.”

“Dragons?” said Vernon, peeking over the top of his newspaper. “Your lot keeps bloody dragons in zoos? Mad, completely mad.”

“Well, we have to put them somewhere,” said Harry. “There’s a reserve in Scotland and one in Wales, so the dragons we’ve got back home aren’t exactly out in the wild but they’re not in zoos either. I think the Spanish wizards wanted to use theirs for tourism, though. You know, make some money.”

Vernon snorted.

“Not so different from the regular Spaniards that way, then,” he said, and chortled to himself.

“Er, yeah, I suppose,” said Harry. He grabbed his clothes and then went for a shower. Although Dudley hadn’t finished getting ready yet either, Harry didn’t want to be the cause for any delays. By the time Harry had dried himself off and gotten dressed, Dudley was still lounging on his bed and Vernon had sat himself out on the patio to watch the people walk by.

It didn’t matter to Harry, who was ready to go – except for his hair, which he hadn’t intended to try combing anyway, since it never made any difference – so Harry sat on his bed to wait until his aunt kicked Dudley into gear. While he was waiting, he remembered something that Tracey had suggested, and thought his aunt looked to be in a good enough mood to risk asking a potentially sensitive question.

“Aunt Petunia?” he asked quietly. “Did my mum ever—I mean, did you ever notice her talking to snakes? I know there’s not many about but when you were younger, maybe?”

Petunia stopped packing her handbag for the evening and turned to look at him. She had a strange look on her face, one that Harry didn’t recognise, but within moments it was gone.

“I think… I’m not sure,” she said eventually, “but I do think that I saw her speaking to snakes when we were very small. But Lily did so many unusual things that I… Why? Was that… unusual for—for people like the two of you?”

“Er, yeah,” said Harry. “It’s really unusual. I can do it, too, and there’s never been any mention of Potters having the ability in any of the books or anything like that, so I just thought… I mean I wondered if maybe I got it from my mum, instead.”

“Well, I can’t be sure, Harry,” said Petunia, “it was a long time ago, and Lily was very…” She trailed off and went silent for a few moments. “From what I understand your mother was very talented, but it was always so hard to know what she was good at. We weren’t really supposed to know.”

Harry nodded. It was as good an answer as he was going to get, he thought, and probably a much better answer than anyone else currently living could give. With the stigma attached to Parseltongue and those who spoke it, maybe his mother would have never mentioned it to another living soul even if she had been a Parselmouth.

“Thank you, Aunt Petunia. I appreciate you saying.”

She smiled a tight, forced little smile.

“Go and see what’s keeping your uncle on the patio, Harry,” she said, “while I get Dudley up and about. It’s past time for dinner.”

Harry nodded and got up. He realised he was being sent on a pointless job to end the conversation, but he didn’t mind. His aunt had always found it hard talking about his mother, and he supposed that talking about his mother and her magical talents was probably very difficult for her. When Harry and Vernon came back in from the patio area, Dudley was ready and they all left the hotel to go for dinner.

The rest of the holiday passed by almost in the blink of an eye – days spent swimming, go-karting and the odd day-trip organised by Petunia –until Harry’s first foreign holiday was over, and it was time to get on the plane back to England.
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    Chapter 4 – The Summer House
After getting off the plane in Heathrow, Harry found that England wasn’t quite so dreary as he’d expected – they’d arrived in the middle of a heatwave. Harry did feel like transition from Spanish sun and heat to the slightly weaker version of it in England would have been much smoother if there had been a swimming pool and air conditioning back at Privet Drive, however.

In the days leading up to Harry’s birthday he occupied himself with his homework, which there seemed to be rather a lot more of than he’d thought at the end of the previous school year. He took some solace in the fact that it was less than he would be given at the end of the coming year with the addition of five new subjects, but even that small mercy couldn’t change the veritable mountain of work his teachers had set in the subjects Harry already had.

He felt like the very concept of summer homework was unfair. Didn’t the teachers have enough marking to do during the year without giving themselves more for the first day back?

Dudley had made himself scarce almost as soon as they’d all got back to Privet Drive, and Vernon went straight back to work on the following Monday, which left Harry alone in the house with Petunia. Petunia spent most of her time obsessively cleaning, and after a few days disappeared into the attic for days on end, which gave Harry the run of the house.

Not that there was anything especially fun to do in the house. Harry had called on Stevie a couple of times but his family had gone away on holiday, according to one of their neighbours. Harry had a look at Dudley’s games but didn’t know enough about how computer games worked to waste time with them, so he ended up staying in his room most of the time anyway.

Two days before his birthday Harry received a letter from Ernie to confirm his plans for visiting, his Hogwarts letter for the following year, and a welcome but unexpected letter from Sirius Black – delivered by an absurdly coloured exotic bird of a kind Harry had never seen before. Harry grabbed the letter eagerly, and offered the bird some rest and owl treats, although it didn’t take them and instead flew away immediately. Thankfully, his aunt had been occupied in the attic doing God only knew what and hadn’t seen the brightly coloured bird arrive or leave.

Owls were one thing, but whatever that bird had been would probably prove a bird too far.


  Harry,



  I won’t say where I am in case this letter doesn’t reach you untampered with, but what I will say is that it’s full of sun, sea, and pleasantly fruity drinks. I wanted to thank you again for everything you did for me, and to let you know I’m safe and sound. The Ministry is looking for me still, but I’ve got my wand back and they aren’t looking in the right places, so I don’t rate their chances. 



  Have a great birthday and I’ll see you when I see you.



  Stay safe.


Sirius hadn’t said much, but then Harry supposed it was about as much as he could safely say, and quite possibly the reference to the Ministry would be pushing it if they really were watching his letters. At least he was safe and somewhere much more pleasant than Azkaban.

Ernie’s letter was a lot less cryptic, but no less welcome.


  Harry, my friend –



  We’ll swing by Monday afternoon by Portkey (Dad had it arranged with the Ministry, so don’t worry about that) to pick you and your things up. The Portkey will arrive in your back garden, I’m told, so make sure there’s a nice bit of space. 



  Looking forward to your visit and of course the Quidditch World Cup! Remember to pack something muggle for the Cup matches! Have a good birthday (I haven’t forgotten, so don’t worry about that) and I’ll see you Monday.



  Yours in friendship,



  Ernest Macmillan


Harry had more than enough suitable muggle clothes for the Cup, so that wouldn’t be an issue at all. The Portkey into the garden might prove more difficult, as Dudley’s old – almost never used – trampoline was sat in the middle of it, along with a set of garden chairs and a table, but Harry was sure he could work something out.

Harry scanned his Hogwarts letter for any changes from the previous year and saw that it was really only the five new subjects –  Alchemy, Arithmancy, Ancient Runes, Divination, and Magizoology –that needed any new books and equipment. Aside from that, the only thing that required Harry’s attention was permission from his guardians to attend Hogsmeade weekends, and he felt quite sure that either his aunt or his uncle would be happy to sign the parchment. It might take a little persuasion to get them to use a quill but given that muggle pens tended to tear the parchment, Harry thought he could manage that.

Harry was just happy Hogsmeade weekends were back on, as they’d been cancelled the previous year due to Sirius, and Harry hadn’t been sure sightings abroad would be enough to bring them back.

Harry tucked his letters away in his bedroom’s desk, except for the Hogwarts letter which he placed into his school trunk and returned to his homework. He wanted to get the bulk of it done before Ernie arrived so he could spend the rest of his summer relaxing and enjoying the World Cup.

By the time Harry’s birthday came around, even a birthday dinner with Dudley, his aunt, and his uncle was a welcome break from the tedium of essays on spell synergies and medieval wizards and all the rest. He had thought to ask Stevie around, but his muggle friend was still on holiday with his family, and Harry didn’t feel much like inviting his other friends from Stonewall to his dinner. He hadn’t lacked for contact with friends, however, since he received a flock of owls bearing letters on the day of his birthday from essentially all his friends.

There had been a letter from Theodore, another from Susan Bones, letters from Millicent, and Tracey, and Daphne, along with a letter from Blaise, and even a letter sent by muggle post from Justin. Harry found himself given so many sweets and chocolates that he separated some from his gargantuan pile and set them aside to give to Dudley – the safer, more muggle-friendly varieties, at least.

Harry, Vernon, and Dudley sat in the living room watching the television waiting for the delivery driver to arrive with the takeaway for the evening. Harry had got to choose, so he’d gone with a nice Chinese restaurant since although the food at Hogwarts was brilliant, it wasn’t especially diverse in its options. Petunia pottered about in the kitchen, setting the table and getting everything ready.

When the doorbell rang, Dudley shot up from his chair like a rocket.

“I’ll get the door!” he declared and raced off to the door with the money for the meal. Takeaway deliveries were perhaps the only time Dudley ever voluntarily got the door – or showed anything approaching enthusiasm.

“That’s the ticket,” said Vernon as he pulled himself up out of his chair. “Can’t let a good meal go cold, can we?”

Harry followed Vernon into the kitchen while they waited for Dudley to bring in the food and sat himself down in his usual place at the kitchen table. Petunia had already laid out all the plates and cutlery, and Harry could see a cardboard box sat on one of the kitchen counters that must have held a birthday cake.

“Dudders has gone to bring in the food, then?” Petunia said as Harry and Vernon sat down. “He does like a delivery, doesn’t he,” she said with a little smile.

Dudley barged through the kitchen door carrying a mid-sized cardboard box full of Chinese food. He dumped the box onto the kitchen counter and started to pull out the little boxes and containers. Petunia swatted him away.

“Sit down, darling; I’ll dish up,” she said.

Petunia portioned out the food—a selection of different dishes from all across the menu—onto the five plates and then sat down at the table with everyone else.

“Happy birthday, Harry,” she said. “Well, eat up, before it gets cold.”

“Thank you, Aunt Petunia,” said Harry.

Nobody needed the advice to start eating, and Dudley and Vernon were already elbow-deep in food. Petunia, who never ate as much as anyone else at the table, kept up a light conversation while everyone else focused on eating, but eventually most of the food was gone, and the rest had been packed up into containers as leftovers to be finished off by Dudley the following morning, most likely.

Petunia cleared the plates away, and then placed Harry’s birthday cake complete with fourteen candles onto the kitchen table. After a rather perfunctory rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ from his aunt and uncle and a series of mumbles from Dudley, Harry blew out the candles.

“Happy birthday, boy,” said Vernon. “Fourteen already!”

“Thanks, Uncle Vernon,” Harry said. “I almost can’t believe it, either.” With everything that had been thrown in his way, from Voldemort’s attack on him as a baby to Voldemort’s attack on him as a schoolboy – and with prophecies and all sorts of other nonsense as well thrown in for good measure – Harry was surprised to be sat around the kitchen table celebrating his birthday.

If things had gone differently, even by a little bit, he would have died.

Petunia got up from the table and took something out of one of the kitchen cabinets – a wrapped box no larger than a shoebox – and placed it onto the table in front of Harry.

“We didn’t really know what to get you,” she said, “since you never ask for anything… but I thought… well, when you asked about Lily when she was younger, I remembered that I had some of her things upstairs in the attic,” Petunia said, “and I thought you might like to have some of them. Some of the photographs aren’t the sort of thing we could have kept out when you were younger, but I just thought… Well, they’re in the box.”

Harry tore open the box and opened it to find a photo album with a collection of photographs, both muggle and magical, containing his mother and a variety of other people, most of whom he didn’t recognise stacked next to a little tea set. He immediately recognised his muggle grandparents from the photographs Petunia kept around the house in quite a few of the photos. His grandparents were young in the muggle photos, and most of those contained his mother too, but as they aged, more and more of the photos were wizarding. For the first time ever, he saw his grandparents move as their photographic representations acted out the moments captured on film.

“I don’t know who all of the people in the—the magical photographs are,” said Petunia, “but I do know some of them…” She paused. “I kept some of the photos for myself, since they’re only special to me, but… well, I gave you the rest. There are some with your father in them.”

Harry flicked through the photos and saw a whole host of different people. In one of the magical photos he could see a young, healthy and smiling Sirius Black along with Harry’s father and mother, and in another, he could see Lily, Petunia, and both of his grandparents smiling at the seaside. There were more photos with his mother and many people who Harry had never seen, but he assumed someone – Sirius, most likely – would know who they were.

Harry lingered over a photograph of his parents as they lounged across a sofa in a cosy little cottage. He’d seen his father before, of course – Petunia had a photo of his parents at her and Vernon’s wedding – but never a magical photograph, and never one in such an intimate moment.

“You’re in that one,” said Petunia softly. “Lily’s holding you—look.” She gestured to the bundle held in his mother’s arms. “It must have been taken just after you were born.”

Harry stared. A picture of him with his parents. He’d never seen that before… His mother seemed so happy, and his father so carefree. Harry traced their figures with his finger.

“These are brilliant,” said Harry quietly. “Thank you, Aunt Petunia.”

Harry went for the tea set next, as it had to have been something special for his aunt to include it in the gift, but Petunia reached out to stop him.

“The cups turn into mice and then run away,” she said. “They come back and turn back into cups, but it isn’t—isn’t appropriate for the table. It belonged to your mother—I’m not sure if she bought it, or made it, but I kept it…”

“Ugh, that bloody tea set,” said Vernon. “Nearly gave me a heart attack, it did, the first time I saw it…”

“You’ve seen it before?” asked Harry. “When?”

Vernon shrugged.

“Must be at least, well… fifteen, sixteen—seventeen?—years ago when your mother lived with Pet and I that summer. Owls coming and going at every bloody hour, strange sounds coming from her bedroom…” He paused and looked at Harry. “The more things change, the more they stay the same, eh?” he said with a little chortle. “Do us a nice slice of cake, Pet, and I’ll get out of your hair; I know you don’t like lingerers when you do the washing up.”

Petunia made a sceptical little sound but cut and plated up a piece of cake for Vernon, who gave her a kiss on the cheek and took it away to the living room. Dudley helped himself to a large slice of cake and then followed his father out of the room, leaving Harry alone with Petunia. Harry cut himself a small piece of cake and then went back to flicking through the photo album.

“Thanks again for these, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said. “I mean it—these are amazing, really.”

“I just put them all together, Harry,” said Petunia. “That’s all. They were yours already.”

Harry ate his bit of cake and then put the album back into the box.

“I need to go finish packing my stuff away for when Ernie and his dad come to pick me up tomorrow. But… thank you, again,” Harry said, before returning to his bedroom to finish up his packing.

*

Harry woke early the next morning and sent Agrippa off on his way to Cornwall after breakfast. He didn’t know whether owls tolerated Portkeys, but even if they took it well, Harry thought that a nice flight would do Agrippa some good. He packed away all of his school books and equipment, and his robes and other bits and pieces, but left his muggle clothes – aside from the single outfit Ernie had told him to pack – in his bedroom wardrobe. He didn’t think he would be needing them at Ernie’s house, since as far as Harry knew the Macmillans were an old and traditional pureblood family and would wear the full range of robes while at home, and he certainly wouldn’t need them back at Hogwarts.

Once he was sure he had everything packed and ready to go, Harry wrangled his trunk down the stairs and into the hallway by the back door ready to go. He’d put on a light summer robe which did make him feel out of place in Privet Drive, but he wouldn’t be there too much longer anyway – and at least Vernon was at work and Dudley still in bed, so neither would be there to see him lounging about dressed as a wizard.

Harry was ready and waiting a bit too early, but it did give him time to move the trampoline and make sure Petunia’s table and chairs were out of the way. At exactly five minutes past midday, Ernie and his father appeared in the garden holding a little metal ring. Harry opened the back door and went out to greet them.

“Harry! Good to see you!” said Ernie after he brushed himself down.

Ernie’s father stuck the metal ring into his robe pocket and marched towards Harry.

“Algernon Macmillan,” he said, and stuck his hand out for Harry to shake it. “But you can call me Algie, if you like. A pleasure to meet you, Mr Potter! Is your aunt or uncle available this afternoon? Only, I wouldn’t feel quite right to just take you without seeing one of them, you understand. Not with Black on the loose, at any rate.” He paused. “We’ve been briefed, so don’t worry.”

“Er—good to meet you, too, Mr Macmillan—Algie,” said Harry. “You can just call me Harry, as well. I can go get my aunt, if you want, or we can just go inside for a bit? My aunt will probably want to make you a cup of tea…”

Algie took a little pocket watch from his robe pocket and peered at it before shaking his head.

“Can’t take too much time, I’m afraid—the Portkey starts back up at ten past the hour! If you could fetch her that would be just marvellous.”

“We should grab Harry’s things, too, Dad,” said Ernie.

“Oh, yeah, thanks—they’re just inside the door,” said Harry. “I’ll go grab my aunt, hang on.” He ducked back inside to go find his aunt, who would probably be in the kitchen.

“Aunt Petunia? My friend’s dad just wants to see you before we go—in the garden, and only for a minute,” said Harry after he opened the kitchen door.

Petunia rose from the kitchen table, left her mug of tea behind, and followed Harry out to the back door. She didn’t actually enter the garden, and instead waited in the doorway.

“Ah! Delightful to meet you, Mrs—Mrs—oh, terribly sorry, but I don’t seem to know your name!” said Algie once Petunia had arrived. He stepped forward and took Petunia’s hand and kissed it.

“Mrs Dursley,” said Petunia stiffly. “Petunia,” she added after a few moments and, to Harry’s surprise, didn’t jerk her hand back.

“Lovely, lovely,” said Algie. “Algernon Macmillan here. I won’t take up too much of your time—just wanted to check that everything is in order before I take young Harry here away for the rest of the summer. We’ll be keeping him until the boys go off to school, yes? It’s not a problem at all for us—our elf will just adore having someone new to fuss over—but it’s always better to check, I feel. After all, you wouldn’t want your nephew to just go absent without leave, eh?”

“Oh, yes—Harry did explain his plans. Off to watch some sort of sport and then see out the rest of the summer before school starts up,” said Petunia. “It’s really no trouble at all?” She took her hand back, although Harry felt she’d already left it there more than long enough.

“None at all, my dear woman!” declared Algie. “It’ll all be perfectly safe—we’ve no need for Aurors ‘round our way because of all the enchantments on our house, but Harry’ll be as safe there as he is here!”

“Well, that does give me peace of mind, Algernon,” said Petunia eventually. Of course, Petunia knew full well that there was no danger from Sirius Black anymore – that there never had been – but Algernon and the Ministry didn’t, so Harry still had Aurors tailing him when at Privet Drive.

Aurors who were, at least, unobtrusive enough that Vernon had stopped noticing them.

“Now, by my reckoning we’ve got another minute until the Portkey reactivates, so that should be long enough to say your goodbyes.” He pulled the little metal ring from his pocket and looked again at his watch before nodding. “Yes, just a little over a minute.” Algernon stepped back from the doorway to give Harry a little space.

“Er—I suppose I won’t be back until Christmas,” said Harry. “So… thank you again for yesterday, and—and… Goodbye, Aunt Petunia. Er, tell Dudley I said goodbye and that I hope he has a good year at school. Oh, and Uncle Vernon, too.”

“Of course, Harry. Well, do remember to be polite, and always say please and thank you, and wear your nice … robes …” said Petunia, although her tone left Harry unconvinced she thought there was such a thing as nice robes. “And… and remember to enjoy yourself, as well,” said Petunia, almost as an afterthought. “Perhaps we’ll see you at Christmas and remember you are allowed to send letters, if you’d like. I know you don’t have phones at school—and God knows it’s a pain to get Dudley to use the ones he has anyway—but letters are perfectly fine.” She stepped back from the door.

“Excellent, excellent,” said Algie. “Right, Harry, have you travelled by Portkey before? You just grab the Portkey—this little ring here—and it does all the hard work. Keep a tight grip on your trunk, of course; don’t want it getting left behind or lost in transit, eh!”

“I’ve used one before,” confirmed Harry. He moved to stand next to Ernie and Algie, and then grabbed his trunk handle tightly in one hand, and the metal ring with his other hand.

“Wonderful!” said Algie. He kept an eye on his watch, and then started to count down. “Ten seconds! It was a pleasure to meet you, madam! Perhaps we’ll meet again someday, eh? Four! Three! Two! One!”

As Algie reached the end of his countdown, the Portkey magic yanked Harry around his middle into a spinning vortex, and the last thing he heard before being spat out the other end was Petunia’s shocked shout.

Harry wobbled at the other end but managed to remain standing after the Portkey journey, which he counted as a win. He was getting better at this whole Portkey business.

Neither Ernie nor his father seemed fazed by the journey, which Harry supposed wasn’t too surprising as they probably took Portkeys quite often. At the other end – somewhere in Cornwall, although Harry was unsure exactly where – the sun was shining and soft music spilled out of the windows of the pretty and relatively compact country house.

“Welcome to the summer house, Harry,” said Ernie. “You can leave your trunk there—Blippy will see to it.” He turned to his father. “Dad, are we good to go?”

“Yes, yes,” said Algie. “Run along, the both of you! Show Harry around but steer clear of the kitchens—don’t want to spoil your dinner, do you?”

“Brilliant! Come on, Harry—let me show you around!” Ernie pulled Harry away from the house’s front garden and into the house itself. A small entrance hall occupied the space directly after the front door, with two staircases leading upstairs, and a single door opening into a hallway between them. “This place used to belong to a muggle if you can believe it,” he said once they were inside the house, “but he died, and it went to his grand-niece, who was a witch. Then she died, and my grandfather bought the house. It’s had a bit of work done since then, of course. Let’s go upstairs and I can show you to your room, and then show you my room, and the bathrooms, of course, and then we can have a look at the solar, and then the lounge and the tea room…”

Ernie took Harry on a whistle-stop tour of the summer house, which turned out to be rather a lot larger on the inside than it looked on the outside. Almost all of the rooms had windows in them, even the ones which Harry thought were right in the middle of the house and not against any exterior wall. Room after room – many of which had such narrowly defined purposes Harry was sure it would be a struggle to ever need to use them – filled the house, and eventually Harry started to forget their names and purposes.

“…it’s a bit smaller than our proper house, of course,” said Ernie, “but it does for the summer, you know. So, what do you think?”

“Ernie, this place has rooms bigger than my whole house,” said Harry. “What do you even use them all for?”

Ernie looked around as if to check no one was listening, and then leaned in closer to Harry.

“To be honest with you mate, we almost never use half of them at least. But my grandfather was a proper and traditional kind of wizard and the house just had to have all the right rooms.” Ernie glanced around again. “And I think he was a bit embarrassed it was a proper muggle house, so he went a bit overboard with the renovations…”

Harry laughed.

“Well, it’s definitely got all the rooms! And I’ve never seen a muggle house like it so I don’t think he’s got anything to worry about.” Although to be perfectly fair, Harry hadn’t seen all that many muggle houses. None of them had taken at least an hour to look through and had rooms that were displaced from normal space, though. “How do you manage not to get lost?”

“I’ve been coming here since I was a baby,” said Ernie. “You get used to it. And none of the rooms move about unless you ask them to, so it’s alright, really. Back at home, the drawing room never stays in one place. It’s a bloody nightmare to find, especially on Thursdays.” Ernie shrugged. “It’s just how those old houses are, you know. Anyway, want to go see the back garden? We’ve got a hedge maze out there where the hedges move about, it’s a right bastard to finish and it learns but I know a trick…”

“Er—yeah, alright,” said Harry.

“Brilliant!” said Ernie. “It’s this way!” He took off through the interior corridors of the house and they eventually emerged into the back garden, which Harry thought was a rather dysphemistic name. A vast expanse of land stretched out from the house, the hedge maze just one part of a network of little gardens and other bits and pieces of landscaping that seemed to go on without end.

“Mate, this isn’t a back garden, it’s a… it’s an… it’s massive,” Harry said. He could see the hedge maze, what looked to be a little garden full of exotic plants, and a vegetable garden, as well as an area of perfectly manicured lawns.

“It’s not that big,” said Ernie. “It used to be just a couple of fields. It looks bigger than it is, I promise. Let’s go do the maze—I haven’t run it this year, so now is a good time.”

Harry nodded and followed Ernie into the maze. Rather disconcertingly, the hedges moved around to block the exit as soon as they’d stepped over the threshold. Harry couldn’t say his ideal afternoon pastime was trying to outthink an enchanted hedge maze that got better after anyone used it, but Ernie seemed to think he knew a trick, and it wasn’t as if Harry had anything else to do, either.

After an hour of running around the maze to no success, Harry felt like giving up. There was no set, defined route through the maze, and it was impossible for them to ever retrace their steps because the hedges rearranged themselves whenever they felt like it. To Harry, the whole enterprise seemed impossible – some sort of strange wizard game that no one could ever win. Ernie, however, still thought he knew a way through the maze, and refused to give up.

“No, look, I’ve done this maze dozens of times, Harry my friend, and I think if we just go left up ahead, and then do two rights, and go back on ourselves and ignore when the maze tries to trick us with a shortcut, we’ll get to the inner maze area, and then the fun really starts…” said Ernie.

“What if the maze is cheating?” asked Harry. “I mean, if it can just change all the ways through, why doesn’t it just make sure there’s never any way through?”

“The maze can’t cheat!” scoffed Ernie. “That defeats the point! There has to be a route out. That’s the rule. But the maze does learn from everyone who does it, and it is allowed to trick us into going the wrong way, so it gets harder every time…” He shrugged. “Look, if we really do get lost I can just call Blippy to pop us out, but…”

Harry sighed.

“Okay, fine. Tell me your trick, again, while we go?”

Ernie launched into an explanation of his ‘trick’ to get through the maze while the two boys attempted to navigate the shifting rows of hedges to get inside the inner part of the maze, although Harry still thought the trick was pointless and obviously not getting them anywhere. After another hour or so, they managed to breach the central part of the maze, and about an hour after that they found the exact centre where there was a little pavilion with some seating.

“See!” said Ernie. “I told you there was always a way through! We just had to find it. The maze nearly had us, I will admit, but it was a stroke of genius from you to ignore every second archway. Really, it was.”

“Thanks,” said Harry. “So, do we just walk out, or…?”

“Well, not exactly…” said Ernie. “Now we have to find our way back out.”

Harry sank into the one of the chairs under the pavilion and sighed deeply.

“I’m not doing it,” he said. “This isn’t a game, it’s a torture device. We could be in here for days.”

“Well, ancient wizards did use these to keep the ways to their houses free from invaders, you know, back before Unplottability and all that,” said Ernie, “but this is only a toy version, really…”

Harry glared at him.

“Fine, fine… I’ll call Blippy,” said Ernie. “It’s nearly time for dinner, anyway, and we wouldn’t want to be late… Blippy!”

A short, squat, little being with massive ears and over-sized eyes wearing a neat little towel in the form of a toga popped into the space next to Ernie. It did an absurdly low bow to Ernie and then to Harry before speaking in a high pitched, almost whiny, voice.

“Master Ernest! And Master Ernest’s friend! What can Blippy be doing for yous today?”

“We’d like to be popped out of the maze, please,” said Ernie.

“Blippy can be doing that,” confirmed the elf. She reached out to touch both Harry and Ernie, and instantly all three of them reappeared at the back door of the house. Travelling by elf was much less jarring than Apparition or Portkey — Harry thought it barely felt like anything at all.

“Thanks, Blippy,” said Ernie. “Would you run us baths, please? Harry’s in the guest suite, of course.”

The elf bowed deeply again and then disappeared with a pop.

“Right—we’d better go get ready for dinner,” said Ernie. “You’ll be fine to wear a standard casual robe to dinner, and I’ll come grab you when it’s time to go down, so you don’t get lost.”

Mercifully, upstairs didn’t have quite so many rooms as the rest of the house, and the guest suite was only a short walk down the landing from Ernie’s bedroom, so Harry remembered where to go from the top of the stairs. Harry left Ernie at the stairs and made his way to the guest suite, which was even larger than he’d remembered.

Wizards really did have it made when it came to space – the outward size of a thing didn’t have to match, in any way, the interior dimensions. Harry’s suite contained a bedroom, a little area with seating, and its own bathroom tucked away inside the upper portion of a house that most muggles would pay millions to own. Harry thought back to Number Four, with its four rooms all crammed into the upstairs of the house and wondered if wizards even realised how fortunate they were to be able to just ignore the constraints of spatial reality.

Light pastel wallpapers with faint patterns lined the walls, and a plush carpet covered the floors. The décor was a bit girly for Harry’s liking, but he supposed it didn’t really matter for the rest of the month. Blippy had placed Harry’s trunk at the end of his bed, but it was empty. Instead, all of Harry’s belongings had been moved to an appropriate place – his school books inside a bookcase in the sitting room, his parchment and quills and other equipment at a desk, and his clothes inside the wardrobe and chest of drawers in the bedroom. Even his Invisibility Cloak had been placed securely inside the wardrobe, presumably all accomplished in moments using elf magic.

The idea of house elves unnerved Harry still, but he couldn’t fault their convenience or practical utility.

Harry made his way to the bathroom and found a room larger than the family bathroom back at Privet Drive, and decorated in polished brass and marble, with a Victorian-style claw-footed bath sat in the centre of the room filled with water – although there weren’t any pipes Harry could see.

“Bloody hell,” Harry muttered. “This house is ridiculous.” He’d known Ernie’s family had money —and although according to Witch Weekly Harry had more, he owned essentially nothing – but he hadn’t realised what that actually meant. Money, it seemed, got people all sorts of nice things, even in the wizarding world. He wondered idly what that meant for Draco, whose father was the richest wizard in Britain after the man who could literally magic up gold. No wonder he complained about Hogwarts, if he lived in a palace and ended up having to slum it in just a castle.

Harry shook himself out of his thoughts and got ready for dinner. The bath was nice, but in the end just a bath, even if it had been and stayed at the perfect temperature throughout. He chose a set of his nicer casual robes for dinner, one of the ones he’d only rarely worn at Hogwarts through lack of opportunity and went to lounge in the sitting room of his suite until Ernie came to fetch him for dinner.

Ernie knocked on the guest suite door a little before six o’clock, jerking Harry out of the book he’d been reading. He left the book on his chair and got up to answer the door, and found Ernie dressed in robes not too dissimilar from Harry’s own, which meant at least Harry wouldn’t turn up to dinner under or overdressed.

“Your suite was all okay, wasn’t it?” asked Ernie. “If not we can get Blippy to change it up for you… and the bath was okay?”

“Er, yeah, it was great,” said Harry. “Really nice.”

“Good, good,” said Ernie. “You’ll get to meet my mum at dinner, as well. She’s nice but she can be a bit dippy, so don’t mind that. We’ll be eating in the formal dining room which is unusual but I wouldn’t worry about that since it isn’t the one we use for dinner parties or events—we probably won’t use the full set of utensils, and if we do, just copy what I’m doing. I think—to be honest—Dad’s trying to impress you,” said Ernie, “so just remember that and you’ll be fine.”

“Right,” said Harry. Dinner with Ernie’s family suddenly felt far more complex than it had done earlier that afternoon, but Harry took some comfort in the fact that Ernie thought it would be fine even if he did feel uncomfortable at the thought that Ernie’s dad wanted to impress him.

Ernie led Harry back down the stairs and through the warren of corridors on the ground floor to find the formal dining room. Once there, Ernie knocked the door and waited to be called in before entering.

“Enter!” called out Algie after waiting a few moments.

The sturdy oak door swung itself open to allow Harry and Ernie entry, and once inside, Harry felt some of his unease dissipate. The formal dining room had a number of chattering portraits lining the walls, but wasn’t overly large or lavishly decorated.

A grand dining table in some sort of hardwood sat in the centre of the room, and although all the plates and other accoutrements looked to be of the highest quality, Harry wasn’t especially intimated and the room seemed like the sort of place a family – a very wealthy family admittedly –would eat on special occasions. Harry wasn’t quite sure that a visit from him counted as a special occasion, exactly, but he supposed that if he owned such a nice dining room, he’d make up excuses to use it, too.

“Ah, welcome to dinner, boys,” said Algie. “Any longer and we’d have had to send a search party! Hah!”

“Oh, leave them alone, Algie, darling,” said Ernie’s mother from across the table. “Sit down, Harry; Algie’s only teasing!”

Ernie directed Harry to his seat and then took his own directly opposite Harry and in between both of his parents.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Harry,” said Ernie’s mum, a tall and thin witch with long, flowing blonde hair that had flowers woven through it. “I don’t know if Ernest has told you already, but my name is Mairi. It would be remiss of me not to formally welcome you into our home for the summer, and we’re so pleased it could be arranged with your guardians. Do let your aunt know it’s a pleasure to have you here! You may call me Mairi, of course; ‘Mrs Macmillan’ was my mother in law! How are you finding your stay so far?”

“Er—it’s been lovely,” Harry said after a few moments spent thinking of how to answer. “I’ve never been to a house quite like it.”

“Oh, how marvellous,” said Mairi. “You know, it was Ernest’s grandfather’s—Algie’s dear father’s—great projet, and he would be ever so delighted to hear you say that! Have you seen our hedge maze? Devilishly tricky and a very good example of the genre, even if I do say so myself!”

“We got lost in it earlier,” admitted Harry. “It took us hours and, in the end, your elf—erm, Blippy—had to fetch us.”

“The maze was much harder than usual,” complained Ernie. “I’ve never seen it like that. Who’s been going through it?”

“I’ve been teaching it some new tricks, darling,” said Mairi. “Esmerelda Happenstance is visiting next week and she always goes on about her dancing rose garden, and I wanted to show her something really impressive. Anyone can teach a rose bush to dance—it takes a real artiste to train a hedge maze up in the way that we’ve done here.”

“My lovely wife teaches at Wandwright’s, you see, Harry,” said Algie. “I don’t know if you’ve heard of it before, but it’s a sort of art school. Very selective, very … particular about who attends, and rather alternative in its practices, you know.”

“Er, I think I have heard of it before,” said Harry, “but I don’t know much about it. What do you teach, Mairi?”

“I am a student and practitioner of floramancy, Harry—it’s an ancient, traditional magical art involving all sorts of things to do with plants. Nothing so pedestrian as regular herbology, of course—floramancy is a true creative art,” said Mairi, “as you have no doubt guessed from our hedge maze.”

“So it’s like charms and herbology and art all together?” Harry asked, although as soon as he’d said it the look on Mairi’s face told him it was completely the wrong thing to say. Before she could say anything, however, Algie slammed his hand down on the table and guffawed.

“Hah! Now you’ve done it, Harry, lad! You couldn’t know, of course, but that’s what I’ve been saying all these years!” said Algie through raucous laughter. “Of course, I am only joking,” he added after a disgusted look from Mairi, “and young Harry here—being so new to all this—spoke from a place of ignorance, I’m sure, my dear. It would behove us to help him learn, I should think.”

Harry nodded vigorously.

“I really didn’t mean anything by it, I’m sorry,” said Harry. “I was just trying to understand, that’s all, since Hogwarts doesn’t teach us anything about, erm, floramancy, and all that.” He thought that was probably the right thing to say, and it had the benefit of being true, as well.

“Well, I’ve been saying for years the curriculum at that school needs updating,” said Mairi. “Of course, when we were there it was the same then, wasn’t it, Algie? Now you know, at least, Harry, that floramancy is an ancient magical art passed down from our earliest ancestors, with a fine and distinguished pedigree and relevance even today. If you like I could give you an overview of what we do at Wandwright’s, maybe a little taster—”

Blippy popped into the room at just that moment and announced the beginning of dinner, which Harry thought was excellent timing, as he didn’t much feel like getting extra homework to do and in subjects he’d never heard of before on his very first day staying at Ernie’s house.

“Mistress and Masters, dinner is now being served,” said Blippy with a deep bow. “Which is being the carrots and coriander soup taken from the vegetable gardens!” she announced. She popped away, and as she did so, bowls filled with hot soup appeared on the table. Harry waited until Ernie started eating so that he could copy the utensils the other boy used.

After a minute or so Blippy popped back into the room and again bowed deeply.

“Blippy is being so sorry, Mistress and Masters!” she said. “Blippy is forgetting the bread!” At her words warm bread buns appeared on small plates next to each of the bowls of soup, and the elf disappeared once more.

Thankfully, as far as Harry was concerned, conversation moved swiftly on from the topic of floramancy and the strange subjects studied at Wandwright’s to something rather closer to home, and much more interesting to Harry – Hogwarts and the upcoming school year.

“You know, boys, I do envy you this year! After all the fuss last year, this will be a good thing, of course, I wouldn’t say otherwise—but it’s the first time it’s come to Hogwarts in, well, generations!” said Algie. “And neither of you suspects a bloody thing! Hah!”

“What’s coming to Hogwarts, Dad?” asked Ernie. “Is this why we’ve got to bring dress robes this year? We didn’t last year, but my letter this year said we were supposed to.”

“Yes, yes, dress robes,” said Algie, “and the rest!”

“Oh, Algie, stop teasing!” admonished Mairi. “If you’re going to tell the boys, just tell them!”

“Well, it’s the Triwizard Tournament, isn’t it?” said Algie. “And I hear this time, it’s a real corker of an event! Safer, too, they say. The three usual suspects, of course, but my sources say this time it’s going to be a true festival of sports and skill. I’ve heard tell it’s going to be a real showcase! You’ll want to get involved., definitely! It’s a shame there’ll be no Quidditch this year, of course, but I should think what is on offer will be more than satisfactory, eh!”

“There won’t be any Quidditch this year?” blurted out Harry. “I was going to try out for the team! I’ve got a Firebolt ordered and everything…”

“A Firebolt?” said Ernie. “You kept that one quiet!”

Harry went a bit red and then shrugged.

“It was a gift, you know, from… well… I didn’t order myself one, anyway,” said Harry. That didn’t matter. “But if there’s no Quidditch because of this Triwizard Tournament, what is it?”

“Ah, of course! You wouldn’t know,” said Algie. “Frightfully sorry! It’s a competition between the three premier magical academies in Europe—Hogwarts, Beauxbatons, and Durmstrang. Three champions are chosen and put through a devilish set of tasks, and then the winner is, well, the best of the best. Awfully prestigious title to win, although of course the two of you lads are much too young to compete in the main competition.”

“Well, that’s a bit boring,” said Ernie. “So, we just have to stand around and watch three other wizards have all the fun?”

“Ah, not quite, Ernest, my boy,” said Algie. “There’s a flying and duelling competition open to younger students, and possibly something else as well—it’s not all finalised yet, is it, you see. But three main competitions—you know, it’s the Triwizard tournament, so there’s a very strong theme. All very hush-hush, so don’t go spreading it about.”

“Well, a flying competition sounds alright,” said Harry reluctantly. It wasn’t quite Quidditch, but it was still flying, and it would be against the top students from two other schools rather than just the other students at Hogwarts. And duelling did sound appealing and would be a great way of getting some practise in before Voldemort attacked again, and a great way of learning some actually useful spells… although Harry pushed that thought to one side, since he was on holiday and didn’t want to think of Voldemort just yet.

“That’s the spirit, lad!” said Algie. “We’ll get the both of you up and ready to go with just a wee bit of practise this month, eh?” He paused. “Well, after we make some time for the World Cup, eh?”

The rest of the dinnertime conversation revolved around the World Cup and the matches that Harry, Ernie, and Algernon had booked to see, and although Harry did participate, he couldn’t help but go back to thinking about flying on his new Firebolt against the top students of two other schools. By the time Harry sank into the ludicrously comfortable bed in his bedroom, it was still all he could think about.
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Harry managed to avoid any introductions to the art of floramancy and whatever else from the Wandwright’s curriculum Ernie’s mum wanted to inflict on him in the run up to the quarter finals match. Soon enough it was time to go. Harry, Ernie, and Algie were set to leave from somewhere called the ‘Travel Room’, which Harry supposed was the room in the strange house where the family usually took its Floo, Portkey, or Apparition journeys.

Quite why that needed its own room Harry wasn’t sure, but that was the least of the house’s oddities.

Harry and Ernie arrived first, a little earlier than their planned departure time since Algie was elsewhere.

“We can just wait here for Dad to get back,” said Ernie. “There’s even some chairs, look,” he said, and gestured to fancy-looking armchairs lining one of the walls.

On the wall opposite the entrance stood a grand fireplace, far larger than Harry had seen anywhere else – it looked big enough for even quite a tall man to step through without slouching. Harry took a seat to wait and glanced around the room. Portraits of Macmillans through the ages sat on the walls, most of them snoozing, and from what Harry could see, only the most important and famous personages had their portraits placed in the Travel Room. He could see Consternation Macmillan, the one who had a Chocolate Frog card, sleeping directly opposite the Floo fireplace.

“We’d usually Portkey in and out of here,” continued Ernie, “but Dad thought it would be nicer for you to see the house from the outside when you arrived, so he had the Portkey go there instead. I think today we’re taking the Floo, maybe…? Dad didn’t say. I know you’ve got to Portkey to the new stadium they built for the final, since it’s in a specially built place, but we’re going to one of the normal League stadiums today and you can Floo there usually…”

“What do you think of Ireland’s chances to win the Cup?” asked Harry, who was much less interested in the travel arrangements than he was the Quidditch. It made no difference to him – nearly all the ways wizards travelled were unpleasant in some manner. “They said on the Wireless last night that all the bookies are slashing the odds for Ireland to win the whole thing. They’ve got a really strong team as well, but Bulgaria’s got Krum, so…”

“But the Bulgarian team isn’t as strong as the Irish team, so they might not even get through to the semis,” said Ernie. “They’ve got Uganda, and Uganda’s done really well—they smashed Wales and apart from Krum I reckon they’ve got the better team overall.”

“Yeah, that’s a good point,” said Harry. “I reckon we’ll still see an Ireland-Bulgaria final, though—Krum’s just that good as a Seeker he can carry the team, and I don’t think that the Canadians will be able to beat Ireland today so unless something funny happens in the semis, Ireland’s getting through.”

“Well, I bloody hope Ireland wins today,” said Ernie. “It’s the only home team left in the whole Cup! It’s our Cup and three of the four home teams lost.”

Harry nodded along with him. England had suffered an embarrassing loss to Transylvania, while Scotland had been knocked out by Luxembourg. Wales had gone further but had still been utterly trounced by Uganda before even reaching the quarters. For the British and Irish Ministry’s first hosted Cup in quite a few years, the only hope left was Ireland.

“At least everyone’s on Firebolts, so we can account for the broom difference, and it’s all just down to skill now, I think,” said Harry. He paused. “And a bit of luck, I suppose, but—”

With a loud crack, Ernie’s father appeared in the Travel Room holding a little metal ring, just large enough for the three of them to grab.

“Ah, wonderful, boys! You’re already here! I’ve just gone and got us a personal Portkey to the stadium—one of the perks of the job, I should say! Hah!—and we should be ready to go at any moment,” he said. “With all the furore over the quarters the Floos will be a nightmare, so just a little bit of a nudge to get things rolling and we’ve got ourselves a nice little Portkey right inside the stadium.”

“How’d you manage that then, Dad?” asked Ernie. “Thought they’d be all about the security, on such a big match…”

“Well, sometimes it pays to drop your name about, Ernest my boy!” said Algie. “Of course, we don’t want to be doing it too often—it’s uncouth—but sometimes it’s just the ticket. The name ‘Macmillan’ can open more than a few doors if you know when and where to give it. Of course, you’d know all about that already, eh, Harry? Slytherin cunning, they say, but don’t be fooled—Hufflepuffs can do it too!”

Harry generally refrained from using his name to open doors, although he did understand that he could. He always worried that if he tried, it wouldn’t work and he’d look like a berk for expecting something because he was Harry Potter – although people seemed happy enough to give him all sorts of things without him asking, anyway.

Algie took out his pocket watch and frowned.

“And look at the time! We’ve nearly gone and missed our bloody Portkey!” he exclaimed. “Grab a hold, boys—under a minute now!” He offered the metal ring to Harry and Ernie, who grabbed hold tightly.

Harry hated the anticipation before a Portkey, those few moments of waiting before that eldritch hand yanked him into the aether and spat him out miles away. After a few seconds of waiting, Harry was sucked into the vortex and sent spinning before he stumbled out at the other end inside a room eerily similar to the one he’d just left – only with different portraits and no fireplace.

“All in one piece?” asked Algernon. “Nobody’s left any bits back in Cornwall? Wonderful! Now, if I’ve got this right, we leave here and go right for our seats—no need to bother with the ticket office. I bet the poor ticket witch is busier than ever today anyway.” Algie checked his pockets for the tickets, and then frowned when he couldn’t find them. “Ernest, lad, did I give you the tickets this morning? Or… well, I do hope I didn’t forget them or we won’t know where to sit!”

“I’ve got them here, Dad,” said Ernie. He pulled three tickets out of his robe pocket. “We’re in the VIP box on the east centre stand, look.” He passed the tickets to his father, who looked them over and nodded.

“Righto—this way then, boys!” said Algie. He left the room and set off through the stadium building in search of a particular staircase.

The interior of the stadium’s ground floor held a number of little kiosks sat into the walls where merchants sold various kinds of things, from team merchandise to drinks and snacks. None of it interested Harry, except when he spotted a kiosk where a fat little wizard was selling the kind of tat one could usually find at a sports match – including omnioculars, which Harry had been wanting to buy since he’d borrowed Draco’s.

“Er—hang on a minute, Algie,” said Harry. “I just wanted to grab a pair of omnioculars, if that’s alright.”

Algie stopped walking forwards and glanced around at the kiosks.

“Well, those are decent enough prices, I suppose,” he said. “Go on then. We’ve got a bit of time before the match anyway.”

“Nice one,” said Harry. He moved forward and grabbed three pairs of omnioculars from the kiosk wizard and handed one each to Algie and Ernie. “I grabbed enough for all of us.”

“Thanks, Harry,” said Ernie. “I should have remembered to bring mine from home, really, but they’re all the way back in Hogsmeade…”

“It’s fine,” said Harry. The omnioculars weren’t that expensive, anyway – thirty Galleons for all three, which was a bit steep, but as Harry hadn’t had to spend any money since Christmas, it wasn’t too bad.

Everyone sorted with a pair of omnioculars, Algie set off again. He stopped at a revolving spiral staircase almost like a Muggle escalator, but just a set of steps suspended in the air without any sort of frame or support. Algie waited for Harry and Ernie to step on, then joined them on their ascent to the VIP box.

Harry stuck to the middle of the staircase. It wasn’t that he didn’t like heights – it would have been impossible to fly if that had been the case – but more that while on a broom, he had total control over everything, and a firm grip on the shaft. The staircase, while pretty, moved all on its own and without any input from Harry and just looked unsafe. Eventually the revolving spiral stair reached the VIP box and stopped moving just long enough for all three of them to get off.

The VIP box atop the centre stand had perhaps a dozen, very plush and comfortable-looking, seats scattered throughout it, along with a covered top and sides to keep the wind away. A few tables stood at the very back of the box with a selection of different foods. Some of the seats were filled already, but Harry didn’t recognise anyone sat in them – except for one wizard near to the entrance.

“Theodore!” said Harry. “I didn’t know you’d be here!”

The thin, pale boy turned in his seat, and smiled widely when he saw Harry.

“My father got us tickets right through to the final,” said Theodore. “It’s good to see you, Harry.” He turned towards Ernie and his father and nodded to them. “Macmillan. Mr Macmillan.”

“We’ll just go grab our seats then,” said Algie softly, “while you chat with your friend, eh? Come on, Ernest…” He ushered Ernie away, leaving Harry space to walk over to see Theodore.

“Dad, this is Harry—Harry Potter,” said Theodore to the elderly, dark-robed man sat next to him. “Harry, this is my father, Sinistrus Nott.”

Sinistrus Nott turned slowly in his seat towards Harry. He smiled a sharp and pointed, toothy smile complete with beady little eyes, and Harry thought – rather uncharitably, since he could see the resemblance to Theodore – that the old wizard looked like a thin little rat dressed up in robes.

“Good morning, Mr Potter,” said Sinistrus. He nodded slightly. “My son speaks highly of you. I see you know how to pick your friends well,” he said with a glance towards Ernie and his father. “August company indeed.”

“Dad,” said Theodore, quietly but just about loud enough for Harry to hear.

Sinistrus continued without acknowledging Theodore.

“I say, you do look like your grandmother,” said Sinistrus. “I knew her, although not well—we were never friends. But you have her look about you. I suppose good blood will out in the end.”

“Dad,” said Theodore again, but Sinistrus continued to ignore him.

“Er, yeah,” said Harry. His mind went back to the newspaper articles he’d read about the Death Eater trials after the war, and he found that he could easily believe Sinistrus had managed to wriggle his way out of punishment. He didn’t quite know what to say, so he settled on something bland and uncontroversial. “People say I look my father, but no one has ever mentioned my grandmother, not really. I’ll have to find some pictures.”

Sinistrus opened his mouth to say something more, but Theodore interrupted him.

“It’s great to see you, Harry,” said Theodore. “I think your letter said you were going to the final, too? In the Minister’s Box? We’ve got seats there as well; did you want to meet up for a bit before? I can send an owl, if you like, with the details.”

Harry recognised the brush off. He didn’t feel insulted – most likely, Theodore wanted to avoid his father saying anything else embarrassing and it had nothing to do with Harry himself – so he went along with it.

“Definitely,” said Harry. “I’ll be with Ernie, but that’s alright, isn’t it?” His friend groups usually never mixed, with the exception of Tracey and Millicent who were present in both, but he didn’t think it would be a total disaster for Ernie and Theodore to hang out together for just one day.

Theodore nodded.

“Macmillan is fine,” said Theodore. “I’ll owl you the details. See you soon and enjoy the match, Harry.”

“It was nice to meet you, Mr Nott,” Harry said, although it was a lie. “Have a nice day,” he said, and turned to leave. He re-joined Ernie and Algie and got himself comfortable in his seat.

“Have a nice chat with your friend?” asked Algie quietly.

Harry shrugged.

“It was nice to see Theodore,” said Harry, mindful of his volume, “but his dad was a bit…”

Algie remained silent for a few moments before speaking in almost a whisper.

“I don’t know how much you’ve heard,” Algie said, “and I don’t want to be casting aspersions—not my place—but, well, the chat about town regarding old Sinistrus has never been particularly nice. Even my own father—well, that’s neither here nor there.” Algie paused. “And there was all that business with You-Know-Who. Now, he was never charged or convicted, but cauldrons won’t boil without fire, as they say…”

“Dad, you can’t just go around accusing someone’s dad of—of—of…” said Ernie, but Harry interrupted him.

“I read about that,” murmured Harry. “I did a bit of research on… erm, everything like that, last year. But Theodore has always been nice to me, we’ve been quite good mates… so… I mean, I do know what people have said—and not just about Mr Nott—but…”

Algie nodded.

“Well, as long as you know, lad,” he said. “And they do say, ‘the son shall not suffer for the iniquity of the father.’” Harry thought he recognised the quote, but not from where. “You’re a bright lad: I’m sure you can pick your friends well. You chose my son, after all! Hah!”

“Dad,” mumbled Ernie.

Conversation drifted away from Harry’s friends’ parents and their dubious pasts and onto topics more directly related to Quidditch and the World Cup, for which Harry was very grateful. In almost no time at all, the match had begun, and there was no more time for talking about anything anyway.

Harry got good use out of his new omnioculars, and at the end of the match – despite a poor performance from their Seeker – got to watch as Ireland passed through to the semis, and Canada got sent home. Instead of returning directly to the summer house in Cornwall, Algie stopped at the pub nestled in the ground floor of the stadium for ‘just a little tipple’.

“Don’t tell your mother!” he warned Ernie, as he allowed Harry and Ernie a half-pint of frothy beer each in celebration.

Quite how Harry expected him to keep it from Mairi was another thing altogether, as by the time their Portkey home had activated, Algie had drunk at least seven pints of beer and had nearly as much spilled on him by the other celebrants.

“It’s coming home, boys, it’s coming home!” crooned Algie once the Portkey spat them out in the Travel Room back at the summer house. “It’s coming home!”

*

The run up to the World Cup final felt tortuous to Harry. He caught the semis on the Wireless, of course – Harry, Ernie, and Algie gathered around one of the Macmillans’ Wirelesses in one of the niche rooms inside the summer house to listen to each of the matches. Ireland had just scraped through, in Harry’s opinion, carried by their strong teamwork even though France had the better Seeker. Bulgaria had a much more clear-cut win against the Australians, so much so that Harry thought they’d be reeling from embarrassment for the next century at least. Although Krum could and often did carry the Bulgarian team, the Australians hadn’t managed to get a single goal past the Bulgarian Keeper and had ended the match on a dismal score of zero to two hundred and ninety points. Harry wanted to grab an omniocular recording of the match just to see how a professional, world-class Quidditch team could mess up so badly, but he’d been warned by Algie that scalpers would have sent the prices sky-high so he probably wouldn’t bother.

He had the money, but it seemed wasteful even so. Especially since there’d be an analysis written up in Quidditch Today.

On the morning of the eighteenth, the day of the Cup final, Blippy woke Harry up much earlier than usual for breakfast and advised that he should wear his muggle clothes for the day, but to bring a change of robes as well. He and Ernie ended up sat in the Travel Room – again – waiting for Algie to get back from some errand.

“The stadium is technically next to a muggle campsite,” explained Ernie after breakfast, “and we’ve got to take a public Portkey in. Ours is half-way across the bloody county! Not sure why they did it that way, really, but they did. ‘Course, they’ve sorted it all out—the muggles are unaware and the whole place has been booked by the Ministry, so there aren’t any muggle guests—but we’ve still got to wear muggle clothes on the way there. Technically.” He glanced around to check neither of his parents were listening. “I did ask Dad if we could just not bother, but he said you’ve got to follow all the little rules so if you’ve got to break a big one, people are much more forgiving,” he added in a whisper.

“Er—that makes sense, actually,” said Harry. “Not the bit about the stadium—sounds like a monumentally stupid idea to stick the biggest gathering of wizards in Europe on a muggle campsite—but the other bit. We’re staying the night, as well? I think that’s what your dad said, wasn’t it?”

Ernie nodded.

“Yeah, I’ve got the tent in my pocket. Don’t worry—it’s a really nice tent. From the outside it’s nothing special but, well, you’ll see. Between you and me,” he said, and again checked around that neither of his parents was in the room, “I think Dad just wants to get absolutely bladdered after the game—whether or not Ireland wins—and doesn’t want to get a row from Mum. ‘Camping is part of the experience, Mairi!’ is what he said to Mum, but you know how he is.”

Harry laughed. From what he’d learned of Algie, that sounded about right.

Algie materialised into the room with a loud crack.

“Ah, great!” he said when he saw the two boys. “Now, I’ve only gone and done it again,” he said with a big, broad smile. “Got us a private Portkey to the campsite! I may have had to mention I was escorting you to the Minister’s Box today, Harry—but you know how it goes, don’t you? The Portkey office was quick to fall over itself to make it happen, no worries there. Now, we’ve still got to go through registration when we arrive—international agreements and all that—but at least we don’t have to go traipsing all over Cornwall on our way, eh?”

“Well, I suppose that’s alright,” said Harry. He didn’t much feel like walking halfway across Cornwall just to get a Portkey with some other wizards, not when there was an alternative, but he did wish Algie had been able to do it without mentioning Harry’s name. It just felt a bit dirty.

“Now then, where’s your mum got to?” said Algie to Ernie. “I was hoping for a nice send-off…”

“She’s in the gardens teaching the tulips how to sing,” said Ernie. “Said she needs some extra time with the sopranos because Mrs Happenstance is coming over while we’re gone, remember?”

“Ah, yes, well,” said Algie, “wouldn’t want to interrupt that, would we? And we’ve got no time for a look anyway—the Portkey office set the departure sooner than I’d have liked! Well, nothing for it, I suppose; we’ll have to get on without her.” He shrugged. “Ernest, got the tent? Harry, you’ve got a change of robes? Brilliant! Now, I’ve had Blippy pack us up some things for breakfast tomorrow so if we all chip in, I’m sure we can cook something up!” He took a look at his pocket watch and then offered the Portkey to Harry and Ernie.

“Grab on, lads—almost time to go. We’ll be dropped in public arrivals area, no changing that, but we should beat the queues since the public Portkeys aren’t meant to leave for a little while yet,” continued Algie. “Just have to wait a few more—”

Algie didn’t get to finish his sentence, as the Portkey activated and pulled all three of them away and dropped them out at the campsite.

Having gotten used to Portkey travel by then, Harry managed not to stumble on the exit, and once he was sure he was completely present and accounted for, took a look around. A small queue had formed a few feet away, filled with wizards and witches in – technically, if one were to be generous – muggle clothing where a single man with a clipboard stood at a little kiosk signing people in.

Empty fields sat around them, with a little bit of woodland behind.

“Where are we?” asked Harry. “It doesn’t look like we’ve gone that far.”

“Dartmoor,” supplied Algie immediately. “So, we haven’t gone too far—just popped over to Devon, that’s all. Nice bit of deserted moor, I suppose, but the Ministry definitely missed a trick by not siting the new stadium up in the Highlands! Much more secure. Well, too late for that now. Let’s go get registered.”

He struck off towards the kiosk in order to join the queue, and Harry followed along with Ernie. When they arrived, they saw that some of the wizards seemingly hadn’t bothered to dress like muggles at all.

“Right, boys, mustn’t mention magic,” said Algie in a whisper as they joined the queue. “I’ve even got that silly Muggle money they use—those little bits of paper—so we’re going to go in totally stealth. Good bit of fun, eh?”

“I suppose,” said Ernie. “Feel a bit silly dressed like this, though.”

Harry grinned. It wasn’t often his wizard friends felt like how Harry had felt when he’d learned that he was meant to spend the rest of his life wearing robes, and he enjoyed it. The sight of Ernie in shorts and a t-shirt was admittedly a little bit strange, just because of the context, but unlike some of the others in the queue, Ernie’s clothes were at least appropriate.

Not so for the wizard in a feather boa and fishnet stockings in front of them.

“Muggles do wear these, Andrew,” Harry could hear his companion – a witch dressed in a smart, if a little outdated, sundress – say to him quietly, “but not out and about like this. The men usually wear trousers.”

“I did try a pair on,” said the wizard, “but they felt a bit claustrophobic, so I asked for something a little less restrictive. I thought about getting one of the ‘tee shirts’ as well, but the weather is so nice I thought I needn’t bother. The witch in the shop said I looked nice, anyway.”

“Well, you do have the legs for them, I suppose,” agreed his companion, “but I do wish you’d have asked me to come along while you were shopping. I did that course for work, remember, and maybe we could have got you something a little less… like that…”

“Well, at least you didn’t turn up dressed like that,” said Harry to Ernie with a snigger.

The oddly-dressed wizard wasn’t alone in his inappropriate choice of attire, however, as with only a quick glance around at the other wizards and witches on the site he could spot maybe half a dozen others dressed in absurd examples of muggle clothing. Harry felt fortunate that Ernie and Algie had come dressed properly, although he would concede that even if they hadn’t, they wouldn’t have stood out.

By the time the queue reached Andrew and his friend, the wizard had unhooked a money pouch from the underpants that served as his trousers to offer to the confused man at the kiosk.

“I’ll get this,” said Andrew, “since you paid for the tent, after all… Hang on, let me just…” He stuck his hand into the money pouch, and then the rest of his arm up to his elbow, and finally his upper arm until his shoulder. “I’ve got everything in here and that silly muggle money… sorry, just a second…”

“Is this some sort of joke?” asked the man at the kiosk. “Sir, I won’t—”

Immediately, and with a loud crack, a robed wizard appeared behind the muggle, wand in hand.

“Obliviate!” said the wizard, and the man’s face went slack, and his gaze drifted away. He was a muggle, Harry realised. “This man has just paid you,” said the wizard to the Muggle, “and you’ve seen nothing strange.” To Andrew, he added, “Pay the man and get going, sir.”

The wizard had finally found his money, and he placed two crisp Muggle notes onto the table and walked away with his friend. The muggle scratched down something onto a piece of paper and then stared vacantly ahead, eyes worryingly unfocused.

When Algie stepped forward, the wizard recognised him.

“Macmillan! Didn’t know you were in today. Get in okay?”

“Proudfoot!” said Algie. “How the devil are you? If I’d known you’d been assigned gate duty I’d have brought you that drink!”

“Oh, aye,” said Proudfoot, and after taking a closer look, Harry recognised him as one of the Aurors who’d escorted Hagrid to Azkaban. “Not so bad—getting a lot of practise with memory charms this week, let me tell you. This one here needs about ten of them a day to keep him calm.”

“Is that safe?” asked Harry. “It sounds… well…” He glanced at the muggle, who was still staring unfocusedly into the distance.

“We stick to the legal limits,” said Proudfoot with a shrug. “’Course, it helps that this one’s none too smart. Over at the other site the Obliviators are having to jump through hoops to keep the owner in the dark. Don’t envy them one bit. This one’s easy, though. Had to step in just then since he’s already seen enough this morning, but we should be good for a while.”

“Will you get to watch the match this afternoon?” asked Algie. “Or are you stuck at the gate?”

“Stuck at the gate,” said Proudfoot. “Rotten bad luck, that, but someone has to watch it I suppose…” He shrugged. “Biggest gathering of wizards in Britain since, well, I don’t even know, though. Can’t let it go unwatched… I get off after the match, at least. Anyway, stick your money down and go find a spot in the west field.” He turned to the muggle. “Write down Macmillan in the west field, Mr Roberts. Have to keep this queue moving…”

“See you later, Proudfoot,” said Algie after dropping his money down. “Have a good shift! Come on boys, let’s not hold up the line any longer, eh?”

Algie led the two boys through the fields, and past a dazzling array of ‘tents’, most of which looked like literally everything other than a tent. Harry saw miniature castles, little houses, and one particularly impressive replica of the Taj Mahal scattered throughout the fields which made up the campsite. Harry spotted a few wizards whose tents did resemble a muggle tent in the vaguest of senses, but which had upper storeys, some even with towers and balconies. He didn’t think he could see a single tent that would look okay in a muggle campsite, and many of the wizards had brought their pets with them – a dazzling array of creatures, many which Harry had never seen before. Children ran and flew on little brooms about the tents while parents kept an eye on them from afar.

“No wonder the owner needs to be memory charmed so much,” said Harry. “This is all a bit mental.”

“Our tent is a bit more reserved than some of these,” said Algie. “Saved most of the flair for the inside, you know. Can’t be too showy. Although… you can’t blame most of them for showing off just a little bit. It’s not often this many wizards from all over the world gather in one place, so it’s nice to show off just a wee bit…”

“I suppose that’s fair,” said Ernie.

“That does make sense,” agreed Harry, “although I think some of them maybe could have done without the animals…” He glanced around. “And the brooms, and the wands…”

Algie kept walking through fields until he reached their spot. Harry took the opportunity to look at all the different wizards and their tents along the way. He spotted a large contingent from the Salem Witches’ Institute, along with a few spots dedicated to somewhere called Ilvermorny, according to the many flags adorning their tents.

“What’s Ilvermorny?” Harry asked.

“School in America,” said Ernie. “There’s a few, but Ilvermorny is like their Hogwarts, I think. The best one.”

“Right,” said Harry. “What’s, er… I don’t know how to say that,” he said, but he pointed towards a large banner above a set of brightly coloured tents.

“Uagadou,” said Ernie. “From Uganda, probably. That’s where the school is anyway. I’ve heard they don’t use wands, though. Can you imagine?”

“Weird,” said Harry.

“I think this is where we’re at,” said Algie, coming to a sudden stop at an empty pitch. “Ernest, you’ve got the tent in your pocket, aye?”

“Yeah, hang on—let me get it…” said Ernie. He fished around in his pocket and pulled out a small cube, which he handed over to Algie.

“Just the ticket!” said Algie. He tossed the cube onto the ground and pointed his wand at it. Immediately it began to swell and unfold itself into a stilted, circular hut with a pointed roof. Once the ‘tent’ had fully unfolded, water began to pour out of it to form a little pond, and a small bridge extended to meet the edge of the pitch, leading into the hut’s doorway.

Harry stifled a laugh. Algie certainly had a unique definition for ‘reserved’.

“It’s called a crannog,” said Algie, gesturing to the ‘tent’. “Very traditional Celtic dwelling, you see. Thought it would be a good bit of fun.” He paused. “You don’t think it’s a bit much, do you? I wasn’t sure, but Mairi said…”

“I think it’s fine, Dad,” said Ernie. “I mean, there are much flashier tents around, so it’s not, you know.” He gestured around them at the castles and the palaces.

“I just thought that when you said yours was a bit more reserved, it would look more like a Muggle tent, that’s all,” said Harry. “But most of these other tents are loads worse, so I wouldn’t worry.”

“Wonderful!” said Algie. “Right, get on inside and pick your bedrooms out, and we’ll get on from there…”

The inside of the hut sported several full-sized rooms dedicated to different purposes, including a fully functional bathroom and kitchen with a wood-fired oven and stove. The tent had five different bedrooms to choose from along with a sitting room and dining room.

“We arranged to meet up with Theodore around now,” said Harry to Ernie, “remember? Do you think your dad would mind if…”

Ernie shook his head.

“Nah. He’ll want to stop by the pub first anyway, and we’ve got a few hours ‘til the match starts,” said Ernie. He grabbed the attention of Algie, who was rummaging around in a trunk he’d taken out of his pocket. “Dad, we’re going to go meet Harry’s mate. We’ll see you back here later, okay?”

“Yes, yes,” said Algie. He didn’t look up from the trunk. “Take your wands and if I’m not here when you get back, find me at the pub. There’s good lads.” He paused. “And don’t tell your mum!”

“We can probably stick our robes on now, too,” said Ernie. “And I’ve got to grab my wand anyway, it’s in my bag.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry. He didn’t mind staying in muggle clothes, but he supposed that it was easier to fit his wand in a robe pocket than it would be in his shorts. The boys got changed quickly, grabbed their wands, and left in search of Theodore.

“Where’d he say to meet him, anyway?” asked Ernie once they were on their way.

“There’s a bit where there’s loads of shops and stalls and stuff. It’s near the pub as well, so… He said to meet him there,” said Harry, “although I’m not quite sure where that is…”

“I think it’s this way,” said Ernie, pointing. “Although, maybe it’s over there… Shouldn’t there be a sign somewhere?”

The two boys wandered around the site adjacent to the stadium until eventually, they found what they had been looking for. A few dozen stalls and kiosks clustered around an open-air pub, where a little pathway led off towards the stadium. Some of the stalls were still devoted to selling merchandise from the teams which had already been knocked out – Harry could see more than a couple decked out in Ugandan colours, with flags and banners and all sorts of other things – but most of them had switched to offering up Ireland and Bulgaria-related souvenirs.

“What d’you think about me grabbing an Irish team banner?” asked Ernie. “I thought it might be nice to show some support, you know. And I could keep it in my room as a nice little keepsake, you know.”

“Er, yeah, if you want one,” said Harry distractedly as he scanned through the crowds for Theodore. “The one with the dancing leprechauns looked pretty cool, I thought.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” said Ernie. “I’m going to get one. Want me to grab you anything while I’m there? I can meet you back at the pub, so don’t worry about being late with Nott.”

“Nah,” said Harry, although after a moment, he reconsidered. It would be nice to have some sort of little reminder of the Cup final. “Actually, grab me two of the team posters—you know the ones with all the teams that move about? One for Bulgaria and one for Ireland. Thanks, mate.” Harry thought that Dudley would enjoy them, at least a little.

While Ernie was off getting them both some souvenirs, Harry went in search of Theodore. It wasn’t easy to find a single young wizard in the crowd, but Harry eventually found Theodore stood against a wooden post towards the edge of the open-air pub area. The thin boy had grown taller over the summer, which Harry hadn’t noticed at the last match since he’d been sat down, and Harry rather uncharitably thought he looked quite like a drainpipe, dressed in his dark robes.

“Theodore!” Harry called out. “Alright, mate?”

Theodore gave Harry a little wave and walked over towards him.

“Good to see you,” Theodore said when he reached Harry. “Er, look—sorry about my father the other day. He can be a bit… he’s a bit of a… I mean, he’s really old and…”

Harry shrugged.

“It’s alright. You should hear some of the things my uncle comes out with,” said Harry in an attempt to keep it all light – although, despite Vernon’s many faults, he’d never been accused of joining a paramilitary terrorist organisation hell-bent on genocide, so Harry felt unsure that the comparison was fair. “How’d you get Minister’s Box tickets, anyway?”

“My father owled the Minister to ask for them,” said Theodore. He shrugged.

The Ministry seemed to run on favours and backhanders, so much so Harry wondered how it ever managed to get its actual work of governing done.

“Anyway, it’s good Macmillan isn’t here for the moment, since I needed to tell you… Draco’s going to be at the match today, in the Minister’s Box as well.” Theodore paused. “He’s been a bit … weird … this summer, and I’ve not been allowed over to the Manor this year. It’s not like I’ve been itching to go, obviously, but usually… anyway. Whenever he’s come to mine, he’s been—I don’t know how to explain it, but…”

“What, like, stranger than he usually is?” asked Harry. Draco could be petulant, high-strung, and generally quite painful to deal with on his good days, in Harry’s experience, so quite what Theodore meant, he couldn’t say.

Theodore shrugged.

“Yeah. I don’t know. You might notice later. But look, Macmillan’s on his way over. Just … be aware, okay?” said Theodore.

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry. “Thanks for the warning.” Harry knew that Theodore had known Draco for a long time – since they were very young, and they even lived in the same village – so Harry thought that he would be used to the boy’s ups and downs and his odd moods. For Theodore to actively tell Harry about it must have meant something.

Quite what that something was, Harry didn’t know, but it felt important.

“I got you the posters,” said Ernie when he reached the two boys. He had an animated Irish team banner draped around his shoulders. Ernie handed Harry two small tubes, then nodded towards Theodore. “Hello. Good to see you again. Those are shrunk, by the way,” he added to Harry. “When you open the tubes they’ll pop back to full size, so don’t worry about that.”

“Nice one, mate,” said Harry. “How much?”

Ernie shrugged.

“Don’t mind about that,” he said. “Anyway, what do you both want to do up to the match? We’ve got a couple of hours until we start, I think.”

“I don’t have to find my father until just before the match,” said Theodore, “so I don’t mind, really.”

In the end they decided to wander around the campsites to have a look at all the foreign wizards and their encampments. It was all a great education for Harry, who had only left the country once, and he thought that it was good for Theodore too, whose father apparently didn’t like to travel. They’d managed to wander quite far when the loud bells that signalled it was nearly time for the match rang out all across the site.

“Better get back,” said Harry. “Don’t want to be late for this!”

The three boys wove their way through the thronging crowds in an attempt to make their way back to the stadium gate.

“I hope we’re not too late,” said Theodore. “I’ve got to meet my father… we’re sitting with the Malfoys and he’d hate it if I was late…”

“Oh, rough luck,” said Ernie. “Well, I’m sure we’ll get to the gate in time… and since we’re in the Minister’s Box, surely there’s a separate queue? They won’t have us just, you know, waiting…”

“What about your dad?” asked Harry as they squeezed through a particularly dense collection of Canadian wizards. “Don’t we have to meet him before we go in?”

“Dad won’t leave the pub until last bell,” said Ernie. “We’ve got time yet!”

They eventually managed to find their way back to the stadium gate, and Theodore left Harry and Ernie to go and find his father. The open-air pub had mostly emptied out by that point, so it was easy enough to spot Algie sat at the bar with his last pint in hand.

“Dad! Come on, we’ve got to get going!” shouted Ernie.

“Well, that’s what I was thinking!” said Algie. “I was only waiting for the pair of you, wasn’t I?” he said when he reached Harry and Ernie. “We’ve got a bit of a walk yet so I brought one for the road,” he said, and gestured to the half-full pint of beer in his hand. “It’s this way, boys!”

He struck off through the stadium gate and down a pathway which cut through a light woodland, leaving Harry and Ernie to follow him. They joined the thick mass of wizards and witches as they all made their way to the brand new, purpose built Quidditch stadium.

“Why’d they build a new stadium in the middle of nowhere, anyway?” asked Harry. “Couldn’t they have used one of the ones already built?”

“Nah,” said Ernie. “There’s going to be a hundred thousand wizards at this match! Way too many for any of the other stadiums, even with expansion charms! And the logistics… Can you imagine? A hundred thousand wizards, all in one place! That’s, like, maybe four times as many wizards as even live in Britain and Ireland put together!”

Looking around at the seemingly endless stream of wizards, Harry could easily believe it. The last time Harry had seen many wizards together was in Barcelona, and the numbers there had fallen far, far short of the numbers he’d seen just at the campsite.

“Seems a shame to have only had three matches in it, though,” Harry said. He knew that most of the other matches had been played at other sites throughout Britain and Ireland – part of the joint bid from the four nations comprising the Ministry’s boundaries – but that the semi-finals and the final itself had been reserved for the new stadium. “I wonder what they’ll use it for after this.”

“Maybe nothing,” said Ernie. “Dad said they might even tear it down after. But I do agree that would be a shame—there was talk on the Wireless about maybe using it for a European Cup, since it’s there already…”

“That would be really cool,” said Harry. A regular, international Quidditch league or tournament sounded like a great idea to occupy time between the World Cups.

“Still there, boys?” shouted Algie from a little bit ahead of them. “Follow me, this way!”

At the entrance to the stadium – which was a towering construction of floating towers, tiered seating, and staircases that went seemingly nowhere arranged around the Quidditch pitch – stood three gates for diverting fans to different sections of the stadium. Algie led Harry and Ernie away from all of these and towards a discreet little entrance guarded by two black-robed wizards.

“Show the nice men our tickets, would you, Harry, lad?” said Algie when they reached the pair of wizards.

“Oh, er… Hang on…” said Harry. He’d remembered to bring the tickets, of course—they were essential and he’d checked multiple times before they left—but after being asked to show them, he thought he might have left them in his muggle shorts. “The pockets are expanded, sorry, I do have them…” He eventually found them and presented them to the two silent wizards at the gate.

“Very good, sir. Please, through the gate and wait for the stairs to come to a complete stop before ascending,” directed the leftmost wizard.

“And do enjoy your time in the Minister’s Box,” added the second wizard.

“I do think that I shall,” said Algie. “Oh, take this, would you?” He pressed his empty pint glass into the wizard’s hands, and then ducked through the gate. “This way, lads!”

Once inside the stadium, the three of them ascended the rotating staircase towards the Minister’s Box, which was located at the top of the tallest tower in the entire stadium. The private staircase to the Box didn’t intersect any of the others, instead acting as a direct route to the top.

“And here we are!” declared Algie once they’d reached the top. The staircase opened out into a short landing, at the end of which was a set of double doors. The doors opened of their own accord when Algie stepped towards them to reveal the Minister’s Box.

Perhaps a dozen wizards and witches had already taken their seats, Theodore – along with his father and all three Malfoys – included. The rest of the seats sat empty. A set of seats in the middle of the box had very clearly been reserved for the Minister and his own personal guests, as they were larger, more comfortable-looking, and set slightly above all the others. With a quick look at his tickets, Harry ascertained that their seats were just to the right of the Minister’s, and with a good view of the pitch. The Box had clearly been insulated against the sounds of the stadium since Harry could only just hear the cheering crowds outside. It was enough to provide a little bit of ambience, but not so much that it was at all overpowering.

“We’re just past the ones in the middle,” said Harry. “The three seats just after the big ones.”

“Wonderful, wonderful,” said Algie. He straightened up and seemed to get a little less merry once he set eyes on the Malfoys and Sinistrus Nott. “Let’s get seated, shall we?”

The Minister’s Box had wide gaps between each row of seats, so Harry felt glad at least that they didn’t have to squeeze past anyone else – especially the Malfoys – on the way to their own seats. They did still have to pass the Malfoys and the Notts, but an easy walk past was better in Harry’s estimation than an awkward shuffle.

Harry knew he would have to say something to Draco on the way past, since it was just polite and he couldn’t leave the boy out while talking to Theodore even if he could have done without it, but he felt quite unsure about saying anything to the elder Malfoy. Harry still hadn’t decided what to believe about Lucius Malfoy and his activities during the war and preferred to believe he was and wasn’t a Death Eater simultaneously.

It was just easier that way.

Of course, before learning of Voldemort’s continued existence and of the prophecy in which the mad wizard believed wholeheartedly, that question had been entirely academic – whereas now it seemed anything but.

Algie took the matter out of Harry’s hands when he stopped to greet Lucius on his way past.

“Good afternoon, Lucius, Narcissa,” he said. “Fine day for it.” Algie nodded towards Sinistrus. “Sinistrus.”

At Algie’s greeting, Lucius near jumped out of his seat, at least to Harry’s eye. He recovered quickly, but Harry felt sure about what he’d seen. Immediately a little sneer graced his face, although the dark pits around his eyes took away some of the gravitas. Sinistrus gave a slight incline of his head in acknowledgement, but nothing more.

“Algernon,” Lucius said eventually, his voice a little hoarse. “How … good … to see you. With young Potter, as well. Draco, say hello to your friend.”

“Hello, Harry,” said Draco. “I didn’t know you’d be here today.”

“Er, yeah,” said Harry. “Got the tickets from the Minister’s office, but… I suppose that’s where everyone here today got them, isn’t it?” He nodded towards Theodore as well, although didn’t say anything since they’d already spoken. “Everyone looking forward to the match?”

“Quite,” said Lucius.

“Haven’t seen you around the Atrium much this summer,” observed Algernon. “I almost missed you. What the devil has got into you, eh? Good old Arthur’s little bit of legislation have you spooked?”

Harry knew neither Lucius Malfoy nor Algie actually worked at the Ministry – rather, they hung around lurking like rich men with their fingers in many pies did, always there to make a suggestion to the right wizard, always there with a well-timed favour or donation… all done with the understanding there would be something in return at an unspecified later date. It wasn’t how Harry wanted to spend his days, but he supposed everyone needed a hobby.

A look of abject terror graced Lucius Malfoy’s face at Algie’s little jibe, but it was gone within the second. If Harry hadn’t been watching, he would have missed it. Lucius quite clearly searched for something to say, but ended up being saved by his wife, Narcissa.

“I’m afraid that I—rather selfishly—kept my husband at home. It is so important to focus on family time. The Ministry and its silly games can wait.”

Narcissa smiled, and although she was beautiful – perhaps one of the most beautiful women Harry had ever seen – Narcissa had a look about her that marred her fine features. It was almost as if her disdain for her surroundings, and her general demeanour had found a physical presence on her face such that not even her smile could get rid of it.

Lucius gave a little cough.

“Quite. Family is so very important,” said Lucius. “And with Draco away at school for most of the year, the summer is even more important than usual. Next to the joy of fatherhood, the Ministry is … irrelevant.” He glanced briefly at Draco.

Draco frowned at that, but as with his father, his face went blank soon after Harry noticed it. Instead, he nodded along at the elder Malfoy’s words, but Harry knew Draco well enough to realise that he was frustrated and upset. Harry felt that something was going on with the Malfoys – something unusual even for them – but he couldn’t put his finger on what, exactly. He just didn’t know enough about the family and how they usually acted to do anything other than guess. Draco wasn’t nearly as outspoken and obnoxious as usual, but Harry supposed that could just be how he behaved in front of his parents.

He wondered if maybe Theodore had a bit more insight, but perhaps not given his words earlier that day.

“It was so lovely to see you today, Algernon,” continued Narcissa. “Would you give my regards to your dear wife? Mary, was it?”

Harry recognised the brush-off but couldn’t say he didn’t welcome it. Even a rude dismissal was better than any more time stood talking with the Malfoys.

“Mairi,” corrected Algie. “I’ll relay your kind words, Narcissa.” He gave a little bow, and then nodded towards Lucius and Sinistrus. “Lucius, Sinistrus,” he said, and turned to leave.  Ernie mumbled a goodbye and followed after his father.

“Well, it was nice to meet you, Mr Malfoy, Mrs Malfoy,” said Harry. “And it was good to see you again, Mr Nott. Theodore, Draco, I’ll see you on the train?”

“Definitely,” said Theodore.

“Of course,” said Draco.

Grateful to have that encounter over and done with, Harry sat down in his seat next to Ernie.

“That Malfoy is a slippery fellow,” murmured Algie. “Great galloping Goliath, I could do with a drink after that!” He sank back in his seat.

“I think there’s elf service at the back of the Box,” said Ernie. “Do you want me to…?”

“No, no,” said Algie. “Best keep my wits about me for the match. There’ll be plenty of time later for celebration—or commiseration, depending on how it goes!”

Harry settled in to watch the pre-match show involving the mascots from each of the teams – leprechauns from the Irish team, and something called Veela from the Bulgarians, which as far as Harry could tell, were just extraordinarily beautiful women.

They did seem to have a rather hypnotic way of dancing about them, which seemed to captivate most of the men in the Box, although not all of them – Harry found himself able to look away, and he could see that both Lucius and Sinistrus seemed unmoved by it. All the other men in the Box – his friends and even Algie – seemed almost physically unable to do anything other than watch the Veela dance.

Towards the end of the pre-match show the Minister entered the Box, along with his entourage, chattering loudly.

“Ah, and of course, here we have Harry Potter,” he almost shouted slowly to the swarthy man dressed in gold-trimmed, black robes next to him once they’d reached their seats. “Potter, say hello to the Bulgarian Minister for Magic, Mr Oblenks or Oblonks or, well—he has some sort of title in his own language but I’d murder the pronunciation, so that’ll have to do. Doesn’t speak a lick of English, anyway,” said Fudge. “So just smile and wave, there’s a good lad.”

Put on the spot, Harry wasn’t sure what to say. In the end he stood up and offered his hand to the Bulgarian Minister for a handshake.

“Really pleased to meet you, sir,” said Harry.

“My name is Oblansk,” corrected the man in near-perfect English. “It is quite a treat to meet you, young man. Your story is known far and wide!”

“You speak English?” spluttered Fudge. “But I’ve been—you never said—I’ve been miming all bloody day!”

Harry stifled a laugh.

Oblansk shrugged.

“It was very funny.”

Fudge stammered over a series of hasty apologies, leaving Harry free to watch the start of the match. He settled in and got great use of his omnioculars, especially the in-built recording function, and had great fun tracking the various plays made by each of the teams. Ireland dominated, keeping control of the Quaffle for more or less the whole match.

“Krum’s going to catch the Snitch!” Harry declared. “Look, it’s there and he’s going for it!”

In the end, Krum caught the Snitch even with the Irish Seeker – Lynch – tailing him closely. The stadium exploded into chorus of cheers, and fireworks went off in the sky above the pitch.

“We fucking did it!” screamed Algie as he jumped out of his seat. “It’s coming home, boys! It’s really coming home…”

Harry grinned; the atmosphere was infectious. He was swept out of the stadium in a mass of cheering fans, and the celebrations went on right into the morning.
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Harry, Ernie, and Algie didn’t manage to get back to the summer house in Cornwall until the late afternoon due primarily to Algie’s massive hangover. He’d let Harry and Ernie have a couple of pints – although not nearly as many as they’d have liked – but neither boy had been quite so unwell as Algie in the morning. The mood in the campsite had been a lot more subdued in the morning than it had been the night before, as many of the other campers were in much the same situation as Algie – and many of them worse.

After taking a little wander around the camp with Ernie to check out the aftermath of the night before, Harry used the crannog tent’s built-in kitchen with the help of his wand to fry up some bacon and sausages for sandwiches. Once Algie was up and about after a large helping of bacon and sausage the hungover wizard packed up the tent with a flick of his wand and stuck it in his robe pocket.

It had taken another hour or so to convince the Portkey officer – a squat, officious witch in bright blue robes – that Algie’s permission from the Portkey office for a personal Portkey right back to the house was genuine. In the end it had needed a bit of prodding from Proudfoot to get things moving, but they did eventually get transportation back to the summer house.

Harry spent the remainder of the summer lounging about the expansive gardens at Ernie’s summer house, alternating between impromptu flying sessions on a borrowed broom and the occasional lecture from Ernie’s mother about floramancy and all the other strange things they did at Wandwright’s. He even took out his homework to go over it again along with Ernie, with input from both of Ernie’s parents. That had been useful, since even though Mairi taught the more obscure magical arts, she was still a teacher and had an eye for homework and was a dab hand at charms.

Under the supervision of Algie, Harry and Ernie even got a few hours of practise in with practical spellwork, covering most of the trickier spells from first year and even a couple of the easier ones from the upcoming year. It had been good practise after a lapse over the first of the summer. Harry still felt more than a little miffed that wizard-raised students could effectively ignore the laws about not using magic during the summer so long as their parents were on board, but he supposed he could understand the reasons behind it. It wasn’t a specific exemption, after all.

In the last week of the holiday Mairi took the boys to Diagon Alley for their school supplies – and so that Harry could finally collect his Firebolt broom courtesy of Sirius. That meant yet another trip from the Travel Room.

“Just take a pinch of Floo powder, throw it in the fire—and wait until it goes green—then you can step inside and call out your destination, clear as you can. It’s easy once you get the hang of it,” explained Mairi patiently to a rather sceptical Harry.

Based on his experience with other magical methods of travel, Harry didn’t have high expectations of Floo travel. It was, however, apparently the easiest and most commonly used form of transportation for families and unqualified wizards, so Harry would need to get used to it.

“I can go first so you can see how to do it, if you want,” offered Ernie. “I’ve done it loads of times, so it’s fine.”

“Er, yeah, alright,” agreed Harry. It all seemed simple enough, and wizards used it so commonly that he knew it was safe, but he’d spent most of his life being told not to step inside fires.

“What a lovely idea, Ernest,” said Mairi. “Remember, we’re going to the Leaky Cauldron. Wait just beside the fireplace and don’t go anywhere, please.”

“Mum, I know,” said Ernie. He grabbed a pinch of Floo powder and threw it into the fire before stepping right inside. As soon as he declared his destination, he disappeared into the flames.

“Now you, Harry, darling,” said Mairi. “Just a pinch of Floo powder and remember to be very clear when you say your destination.”

Harry nodded.

He stepped forward and grabbed just a little bit of Floo powder. By then the fire had returned to its normal and dangerous state, so he threw the powder in and watched for the flames to turn green. Then he stepped inside the fire.

“The Leaky Cauldron!” Harry said.

Then he started spinning.

Harry flew past a series of different fireplaces, catching snatches of the world just beyond them, until he finally came to a stop in what he assumed – rather hoped – was the Leaky Cauldron. Mercifully, he hadn’t gone wrong, and when he stepped out of the fireplace he could immediately see Ernie stood just to the side.

Harry had visited the Leaky Cauldron briefly the previous summer with Flitwick, and the somewhat dingy pub looked exactly as he remembered it, even down to its near-toothless barman and proprietor. A rather motley collection of patrons sat at the tables – Harry thought he could even see a hag – eating and drinking, although it didn’t seem particularly busy to Harry.

“See, mate?” said Ernie. “Easy! Nicer than Portkeys, at any rate.”

“That’s not hard though, is it?” said Harry. He stepped away from the fireplace and within moments Mairi stepped out of it.

“With me, boys. We’ve got lots to get done today!” she said after brushing stray bits of soot off her robes. “To the bank first! And then—shopping!”

The way Mairi said it made Harry think he was in for something rather unlike what he’d been prepared for.

Mairi led the two boys through the busy, crooked street that made up Diagon Alley’s main shopping area towards Gringotts Bank. With two vaults to visit they spent longer on the carts than Harry had last time, which was both exhilarating and nauseating. They reached Harry’s first, and he quickly gathered up enough gold for his school supplies and for bits and pieces throughout the year, and then they descended deeper into the bank’s underbelly for the Macmillan family vault. Once they were all back outside, Mairi took another look at Ernie’s school letter to see where to go next.

“I think we should go and get your robes first, darlings,” said Mairi, “since you’re going to both need dress robes and we’ll want them properly fitted, of course. So I should think we’ll want to go to Madam Malkin’s first for your school robes, and then to Gladrags for your dress robes. Is that acceptable to you, Harry?”

“Erm, yeah,” said Harry, who didn’t really have an opinion. He knew that some of his housemates would only shop at Gladrags and hated having to buy their uniforms from Madam Malkin, but Harry honestly couldn’t see the difference.

“Wonderful!” said Mairi. “Will you be needing any new casual robes, dear?”

“I don’t think so,” said Harry. “I’ve not really grown all that much, anyway…”

“We’ll see while we’re there, then,” said Mairi, although her tone suggested to Harry she’d already decided he needed more.

“Mum, Harry wants to go get his new broom, as well, remember,” said Ernie. “So we can’t spend too much time on robes.”

“I remember, Ernest. Of course we can go and pick up Harry’s broom. But you’ll both thank me later for being so attentive to fashion, darlings,” said Mairi. “Remember that this year something special is happening at school, and you’ll need a nice new pair of dress robes for the Yule Ball.”

“Yule Ball? A dance?” asked Harry. He was instantly reminded of awful school discos back at primary school, and later on the Stonewall Christmas disco. Repeating that experience but in robes didn’t rate highly on his list of things he wanted to do.

“Yes, Harry, dear. It’s traditional for there to be a ball at Christmas time during the Triwizard Tournament, and second years will be invited—it’s why you have dress robes on your letter,” said Mairi. “As it’s an international event I’m sure you’ll both want to look your best, so we really do need to be spending time on robes.”

“Well, I suppose I do need some new robes, then,” said Ernie.

“I don’t think I even own dress robes…” Harry said.

“You don’t, darling—I had Blippy check for us,” said Mairi. “So, robes first, and then we can attend to… brooms.”

That decided, Mairi led Harry and Ernie into Madam Malkin’s Robes for All Occasions and negotiated a swift fitting and purchase of new robes for the upcoming school year even though the shop seemed very busy with the usual Hogwarts rush. Harry probably wouldn’t have bothered, since his old robes did still fit more or less, but he supposed it would be useful to have new ones just in case he grew a bit more over the year.

With no time to rest after Madam Malkin’s Harry and Ernie got ushered into Gladrags Wizardwear, a clothing shop apparently dedicated to dressing the ‘elegant wizard’. Inside, Harry could immediately tell the shop wanted to attract a more affluent customer than Madam Malkin. Nothing inside the shop had any sort of price tag, or even an indication of how much it could cost, and the selection on display dwarfed that of the other well-known clothing supplier in Diagon Alley. Harry saw an entire section of wall dedicated to socks, including a particularly exotic display of novelty socks. Displays advertised custom, hand-tailored, robes along with all manner of additional charms, such as smell-detection, thief-biting, and automagical resizing.

A handful of customers browsed the display items, watched over by a couple of witches in periwinkle robes. A section at the back of the shop had been reserved for fittings according to a sign Harry saw on the wall but it had been blocked off by a patterned screen.

“Have a look around while I go and fetch an assistant,” directed Mairi once inside the shop. “And Harry, I do think we’ll need to purchase some casual robes to extend your wardrobe once we’re done with the dress robes, so I’d like you have a think of what you’d like.”

“We’ll need to go this way,” said Ernie. He grabbed Harry by the arm and pulled him away from the entrance. “Men’s are over in the corner.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Harry. He didn’t know what to really look for in a dress robe – he only just about barely understood what he was supposed to be looking for in his usual robes – so he deferred to Ernie’s suggestions while waiting for Mairi to come back with a shop assistant.

Harry didn’t have to wait long, as Mairi soon returned with a tall and rail thin young wizard dressed in similar robes to the witches on the shop floor, although his were a bit longer.

“Harry, Ernest, this is George, and he’s going to be helping us find lovely new dress robes for the both of you today,” said Mairi. “I’ve been assured that he knows what sorts of styles young men your age are wearing—here and on the continent—so we should have more than enough time for you to pick up your broom later, Harry.”

“Oh? What broom are you getting?” asked George. “D’you play at school, then?”

“I did want to play, but…” Harry said, unsure that he should mention the Triwizard Tournament. He shrugged. “It’s a Firebolt—the broom is—anyway.” At the look the shop assistant gave him, Harry felt he had to clarify that he hadn’t bought it for himself even though he didn’t have a position on a team. “It was a Christmas present.”

“Well, you are lucky, aren’t you!” said George. “A Firebolt! I’m stuck with a Nimbus 1000! I mean, it’s not so bad now I can Apparate, but… even for a sport broom, you know.” He shrugged. “Anyway, you need dress robes for school this year, yeah? The both of you?” He glanced between Harry and Ernie. “You both suit different styles, so… I think I know what to go with for you,” he said to Ernie, “since we’ve got a profile here already from your last visit, but you’ll be a bit harder…” He turned towards Harry and looked him up and down. “Hang on, I’ll be back in a minute.”

George disappeared into the back of the shop, leaving Harry and Ernie to wait with Ernie’s mother.

“Do you think you’ll need new shoes, Harry?” asked Mairi. “You shouldn’t really see them under the dress robes, of course, but a new pair of shoes to match would be more appropriate. You know, I always feel like it’s better to dress for an event than it is to just put any old thing together out of what you’ve already got.”

“Er—I hadn’t really—I was just going to wear my trainers, I suppose,” said Harry, who hadn’t given a moment’s thought to his shoes. Instantly he regretted saying it, since Mairi appeared to be physically pained by his response. “I suppose maybe I should buy some new shoes, then…”

“Oh, Harry, darling, you definitely need to buy some new shoes!” said Mairi. “We’ll go right away after we’re done here! You certainly can’t be wearing those muggle shoes to a Ball!”

Harry didn’t think his trainers were that bad – they were new that summer for the holiday. He would however concede that they were very muggle in their style. He didn’t think he’d ever seen a pureblood wizard or even most of the halfbloods wearing shoes like them, so maybe Mairi had a point. Harry thought it wouldn’t hurt to grab a pair of wizard-appropriate shoes, at least.

“Mum!” said Ernie. “You can’t just go about dressing a wizard up! It’s just not done.” He turned towards Harry. “Sorry about this, Harry. You don’t have to listen—she can’t make you buy new shoes!”

“Oh, hush, Ernest!” said Mairi. “No one is making anyone do anything, darling. I just thought I should offer Harry some sartorial expertise, that’s all, since Harry’s aunt isn’t likely to know the fashions here. Harry, I can only apologise if I have offended you in any way. Simply say the word, and I shan’t interfere again.”

“Oh, er, it’s alright, really,” said Harry. “I don’t mind. I appreciate the help—I don’t have a clue when it comes to fashion—and I wouldn’t have known what to buy, really…”

In a way, Mairi reminded Harry of a much more up-market version of his aunt Petunia – but a bit more artsy. More or less harmless, but with certain strongly-held opinions on comportment and etiquette that she was utterly unafraid to share with all and sundry. In any case it was the sort of behaviour Harry had grown used to, and he did genuinely feel thankful for the guidance. The utter embarrassment of turning up to the Yule Ball dressed like some sort unfashionable oik didn’t bear thinking about, not when Harry considered that most of his friends and housemates would certainly attend the Ball dressed in the most fashionable of fashion available.

“Oh, it really is my pleasure,” said Mairi. “Fashion is art, and I do so love art in all its forms, Harry darling.”

“Alright, Mum,” said Ernie. “Steady on. It’s just a pair of shoes!”

Mairi sniffed.

“It’s not just a pair of shoes, Ernest. It’s never just a belt. At Wandwright’s we have a whole subject dedicated to fashion and design! Where do you think all these clothes come from?” said Mairi. “Honestly, you and your father…”

By then, George had come back with a selection of different dress robes for the two boys to try, which got Mairi’s mind off fashion in the abstract and onto the rather more practical concerns over dress robes for Harry and Ernie.

“We can move into the fitting area now, if you’ve browsed enough,” said George. “I brought a couple of robes here so you can tell me if I’m on the right track or if I should go back and try again.” He presented the robes not to Harry or Ernie, but to Mairi. Although Harry thought it was the right decision, it still stung a little.

“Oh, that one for Ernest, definitely,” said Mairi as she sorted the dress robes. “Or maybe this one… Oh, or perhaps this one… But I don’t see Harry in any of these. Maybe something that shows off his shoulders?”

George and Mairi stopped to look Harry over once again, which made him feel a bit uneasy, but they soon turned back to the robes.

“I see what you mean,” said George. “We’ve got some things in the back that would be perfect.”

“Well, do lead on, George, darling.”

Harry followed Mairi and George to the back of the shop where several secluded areas had been put aside for fittings. He tried on a series of different kinds of dress robes, along with Ernie. By the third set of dress robes Harry thought he was beginning to understand what George and Mairi were talking about. He did have good shoulders – just broad enough to give the more fitted robes a nice shape – although he wasn’t yet tall enough to pull off some of the looks he’d been dressed in.

According to Mairi, anyway.

Harry’s enthusiasm for fashionable robes dwindled as the hours dragged on, and as he had to try on countless different sets of dress robes. After two long, gruelling hours inside Gladrags – which felt to Harry more like a lifetime – they left the shop with new dress robes for both Harry and Ernie, along with a few new sets of casual robes for Harry that Mairi had picked out.

“Why couldn’t we get my shoes in Gladrags?” Harry asked as they were leaving. Gladrags did have a section with shoes in it, after all.

But Mairi didn’t seem to even want to entertain the thought.

“Oh, Heavens, no,” she said. “These will be much nicer—and I know the shoemaker.”

After a brief excursion to a fancy cobbler for new shoes to match his dress robes, Harry could finally perk up as it was time to visit Quality Quidditch Supplies to pick up his broom. In the interest of efficiency and a declared complete absence of interest in Quidditch and brooms Mairi went off to get all Harry and Ernie’s new schoolbooks.

“I have the teacher’s discount, you see,” she’d said before leaving the two boys.

“Sorry about Mum,” said Ernie once Mairi had left. “She can get a bit… well, you know,” he said. He shrugged.

“I don’t mind,” said Harry. “Really. Anyway, we’ve got loads of time left to grab my broom.”

For Harry, that had always been the most important part of the trip to Diagon Alley anyway. Of course he needed new schoolbooks, and robes, and ingredients for potions… but he could have owl-ordered those. The Firebolt needed to be picked up in person, and even if it hadn’t, Harry would have wanted an excuse to visit Quality Quidditch Supplies anyway.

And he would have wanted to buy himself a broom if Sirius hadn’t done it for him. Perhaps not a Firebolt – as the premier sports broom, it was a little bit too expensive to buy for recreational purposes – but maybe a Nimbus 2001.

“It’s just a bit disappointing there’s no Quidditch this year,” Harry continued. “I know your dad said there’s a flying competition, but I wanted to get on the Slytherin team. If I have to wait until next year when we’ve got OWLs, well…”

“There’s a lot to sport flying, you know,” said Ernie. “I’m not much of a Quidditch flyer, personally—you’ve seen me fumble the Quaffle back at the house—but I wouldn’t mind a spot of racing, or something like that if it’s on. ‘Course, I won’t have a bloody Firebolt, but my Nimbus should be enough to get on with.” He looked around to check whether anyone was listening in, then continued. “That godfather of yours is someone worth knowing at Christmas time, let me tell you.”

“I don’t imagine he’ll be like that every year,” said Harry. He hoped not, anyway. Rven the Firebolt felt like far too grand a gift, and that was ostensibly because Sirius had missed all his birthdays and Christmases to date. A repeat of that would be embarrassing.

A crowd of people, young and old and everyone in between, stood outside Quality Quidditch Supplies looking at the Firebolt display in the window. Most of them were talking about the price – which wasn’t listed anywhere in the display – although some were talking about its specifications. Harry elbowed his way through the crowd and eventually found his way inside the shop.

The inside of the shop smelled like wood and high-quality wood varnish. A number of different displays occupied the walls and the shop floor covering a variety of different models of broom by a varied range of broom-makers, although the largest and most grand of them all was the Firebolt display right in the centre of the shop. A huge photograph of the broom in action at the World Cup showed the Firebolt off in all its glory, playing and replaying the moment Harry recognised as Viktor Krum catching the Snitch in the final. Testimonials from the various professional and national teams that used the Firebolt scrolled past on a banner above the display, while another read out the technical specifications of the broom.

Only a handful of customers were inside the shop, and most of them seemed to be browsing in the broom care section. A middle-aged wizard sat behind the shop’s counter keeping an eye over the customers while scribbling something in a little book.

Harry walked up to the counter and fished around in his robe pocket for the certificate that proved he had a Firebolt order waiting for him.

“Er—hello,” said Harry. He placed the certificate on the table. “I’m here to pick up a Firebolt you’ve been holding for me since Christmas time. I’ve got the order certificate here.”

“And I’m the Sultan of Brunei,” said the man without looking up. “It was worth a try, lad, but we’ve had ten like you try something like this today, so I’ve lost patience. If you’re here to buy, please do. Otherwise, we don’t need you cluttering up the shop floor.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with that,” said Harry, “but I really am here to pick up a Firebolt. I’m Harry Potter. You’ve had one here for me since Christmas, look, I’ve got the certificate here.”

“That Harry Potter must really get about,” said the man, “since you’re the third one we’ve had in today!” The man finally looked up, and Harry moved aside his hair so that his scar was visible. He usually kept it hidden, but that moment seemed as good a time as any to do things a little differently. “Oh! Mr Potter! I am so sorry for my rudeness! You must understand, with all the furore over the Firebolt since the World Cup we’ve had all sorts of chancers in! It’s been driving away our actual customers, so I’ve got a little… well. You really are the third Harry Potter we’ve had in today, except you… well… you are actually Harry Potter!”

“It’s alright,” said Harry. “But there is a Firebolt here for me, right?”

“Oh, yes, yes, of course!” said the man. “We’ve had it in since Christmas, like you said. I’m Aquileus Flitney! I wrote to you at Christmas to confirm we’d hold it for you until this summer! Again, I’m so sorry for my behaviour before. I’ll just go and grab it from the stockroom, and it’ll be a few minutes if that’s okay? The security charms, you know…” He waited for Harry to nod his assent before getting up and disappearing into the back of the shop.

While he was gone, Harry had a look around the broom care section of the shop.

“Which varnish d’you reckon I should get?” Harry asked Ernie. “This one says it keeps the handle sleek, but this one says it’s better for grip.”

“The second one’s got a best seller sticker on it,” said Ernie. “Oh, have a look at that—it’s a full professional care kit.” He pointed to a stack of fancy wooden cases against the opposite wall. “That seems better value. It even says they’re what the Irish national team uses.”

“Yeah, that’s not a bad idea, actually,” said Harry. He put the items he’d been looking at back in their spots, then moved over to pick up a full professional care kit. “Must be charmed feather-light, as well,” he said, “since it’s not heavy at all.”

Harry stuck the care kit under his arm and browsed a little more while he waited for the shop worker to come back with his broom. He eventually picked up a little book on proper care practice, then went back to the counter to wait.

Aquileus Flitney returned holding a long, ornate box embossed with the Firebolt logo. He placed it gently onto the countertop and then produced a small scroll.

“This is the proof of ownership and the details of the warranty—which is really good, by the way. It’s a fifteen year warranty on this, and if it gets damaged—as long as the damage is covered under the terms, it’s all in the scroll—you can send it back to us for repair or replacement depending on the condition,” said Aquileus. “The box is charmed with all the standard anti-theft measures of course, and… well, I think that’s it, actually. You’ve got a top-notch broom there, Mr Potter, really.”

Harry stared at the box longingly.

“I wouldn’t recommend taking it out of the box before you get it home, personally,” said Aquileus, “since that will mess up the anti-theft charms. But of course it’s your decision. Now… yes, went over the warranty, charms… I think that’s all then, Mr Potter.”

“I’ve got these as well that I need to pay for,” said Harry. He put the care kit and the book onto the counter, then enough money to cover the cost. “You can keep the change,” said Harry. He’d added it up and it was only a couple of knuts, anyway. Aquileus bagged up his purchases and then slid them back across the counter.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr Potter. And please, do not hesitate to contact us here if you have any questions or problems with the broom. Not that you should have any, of course—it’s a work of art, that broom. But… just in case,” said Aquileus.

“I will, thanks,” said Harry. He and Ernie left Quality Quidditch Supplies and eventually managed to get past the crowd outside as well. Harry’s Firebolt in its box drew a fair amount of stares and other attention, but it was still at a level Harry was already used to.

“We should probably go and find my mum,” said Ernie. “I bet she’ll still be up at Flourish and Blotts, it’s always packed in there this time of year.”

“Yeah, alright.”

Harry wasn’t really bothered what happened next, as he was much more interested in his new broom. Still, they did have a few more shops to visit before it would be time to go back to Ernie’s summer house, so he had at least another hour or so to wait before he could try it out. The two boys made their way to Diagon Alley’s primary purveyor of books and found it full – but with Ernie’s mother nowhere to be seen.

“I think I know where she’s gone,” declared Ernie. “It’s just this way.”

Harry and Ernie found Mairi sat outside a little café near to Flourish and Blotts reading a magazine and drinking coffee. She had a little bag placed on the table.

“Are you done, boys?” she asked once Harry and Ernie reached her table. “We still have to visit the apothecary, and then we can go home.”

“Yes, Mum. We’ve got what we wanted from Quality Quidditch Supplies. And I think we’ve got everything else, too… or did we need any new equipment for this year?” said Ernie.

“No, I don’t think, Ernest. Next year, perhaps, when you make your choices for optionals, but not this year, darling. Well, if you’re ready, we can get going.” She placed her coffee down and stood up. “Your schoolbooks are in the bag. If one of you would be a dear and carry it, that would be lovely,” said Mairi.

“I’ll do it,” mumbled Ernie. “Since you’ve got your broom, Harry…”

The three of them made excellent time at the apothecary, since Mairi had a way with shop assistants, and within no time at all were waiting at the public Floo fireplace in the Leaky Cauldron to return to the summer house. Harry had a bit of unease at taking his brand new, extremely expensive, high-end broom through a fireplace, but he got over it eventually.

Once back inside the Travel Room, Mairi directed Harry and Ernie to set down all their things.

“Blippy can sort out all this, darlings,” said Mairi. “Now, I’m sure you’re going to want to try out your new broom, Harry, but do be careful, both of you.” She put down her own bags and then wandered off, leaving Harry and Ernie alone.

“Well… might as well go try it out, right?” said Ernie. “If you want to, I mean.”

“Er—yeah, of course, mate,” said Harry. “Let’s go!”

Harry and Ernie spent the rest of the day doing laps on Harry’s new Firebolt, until at the early evening when Blippy came to fetch them both to get ready for dinner.

*

Harry spent the last few days of summer practically glued to his Firebolt. The expansive grounds of the Macmillan family’s summer house allowed him freedom enough to really test out the broom, but even the top-notch security charms wouldn’t prevent muggles from seeing him if he so much as inched over the boundaries, so he did still feel a little restricted.

Still, the Firebolt felt better than any broom he’d ever tried, almost as if it was an extension of his own being. Now that Harry had his Flying cert after first year, he intended to take to the skies around Hogwarts at the earliest opportunity even if there was no Quidditch that year.

Even if he didn’t manage to get into the competitions, too.

He didn’t keep the broom entirely to himself, however. Although Ernie did have a broom of his own, it wasn’t a Firebolt, so he traded goes of it with the other boy. Harry found that was even better than keeping it to himself, anyway, since at least then Ernie could really understand what all the fuss was about even if he wasn’t quite so skilled a flyer.

It was with great regret on the morning of the last day in August that Harry packed his Firebolt back into its case, recommended by its care manual, for transport. He made sure to pack it away himself, since although Blippy had packed his other things into his trunk, he wasn’t quite sure he trusted elf magic around his broom and its charms. Not enough to risk it, anyway. So he brought the broom down to the Travel Room himself just before breakfast, and felt much better for it.

“To be young again!” declared Algie at breakfast the morning of departure. “They’d cancelled the Triwizard Tournament before my time, you know, boys. But you two, well—you’ll get to see the first Tournament in centuries!”

“We can’t enter though, can we?” said Ernie. “I mean, it does sound dangerous, but… it’s hard to be excited about something you won’t go to do.”

“Yeah,” agreed Harry in between mouthfuls of porridge. And it was especially difficult to be excited over an event in which he couldn’t compete, and which had cancelled Quidditch for the year.

“Well it’s like I said before, isn’t it,” said Algie. “It’s a whole festival of sport—and culture, don’t think I forgot about that, Mairi darling—so there’s enough there for your cohort, too. Don’t you worry about that!”

“Like what?” asked Ernie. “You said something about flying, but you wouldn’t explain what.”

“Have to leave you with a bit of mystery, eh, lads?” said Algie. “What I will say is that that new broom of yours could well come in handy, Harry.”

“And it is a cultural experience too, boys,” said Mairi. She’d been away for parts of the week, preparing for the upcoming year at Wandwright’s, but she’d come back to see Ernie and Harry off to Hogwarts that morning. “You’ll get to meet all sorts of new people from Durmstrang and Beauxbatons this year! And there’s the Yule Ball, and I hear tell of a number of cultural events and social functions besides…”

“That, too,” said Algie. “You could even meet a pretty French witch and take her to the Ball! Wouldn’t that be something fine, eh, lads?”

“A little bit of Christmas romance sounds so lovely,” said Mairi. “But you simply must let me know, Ernest, darling—so I can help. You do get a bit shy around witches.”

Ernie went red and mumbled something into his toast.

Harry did see the appeal in taking a pretty witch to the Yule Ball, in the abstract, at least. The practical problem, however, involved asking a girl to the Ball and then attending it with her. Along with everyone else who was watching and attending.

What if the only girls who want to go with me only want to go with me because I’m Harry Potter? Harry wondered. Hopefully there would be someone from the other schools who wasn’t really all that bothered by that, since that seemed like his best option…

Harry pushed that aside for now, since it felt like a problem he could deal with closer to Christmas.

“And if that isn’t enough for you,” continued Mairi, “you must remember that you have your new classes starting this year. Alas, nothing especially artistic or creative, but they are at least still teaching divination, so the curriculum isn’t totally devoid of the more esoteric disciplines…”

“Well, Wandwright’s is an art school, dear,” said Algie. “So it makes sense that Hogwarts would choose to focus on different things. Alchemy is a wonderfully meaty subject anyway, Mairi. It’s more than enough to be getting on with. We both know I never had the knack for it myself, but the lads seem far brighter than I was at their age!”

“Alchemy does sound interesting,” said Harry. He’d flicked through his new textbook already, and although he hadn’t understood all of the new terms and concepts, it seemed like an extension to things he had learned the previous year in some of his other subjects. The field just seemed more interesting than arithmancy, and more practical than Ancient Runes, whose textbooks had gone mostly unbothered since he’d bought them.

“I suppose alchemy does have its place among the more esoteric branches of magic,” conceded Mairi. “And there is art among its higher mysteries.”

“So it looks like the pair of you have a busy, busy year ahead of you!” concluded Algie. “That was a lovely breakfast, Blippy,” he said, although the elf was nowhere that Harry could see. “You boys finish up and get ready, then meet us in the Travel Room when just before. We’ll Floo over to the Station easy as that, and we’ll have you on your way in no time!”

Harry finished up with breakfast and retreated to his bedroom to get ready for the Floo to King’s Cross. He didn’t think there was time for a bath, so he washed and changed into a set of his new casual robes before doing a once-over of the bedroom for any of his things that might have been left behind. Harry didn’t find anything – Blippy’s elf-magic had done a perfect job of packing.

With nothing else left to do, Harry made his way to the summer house owlery, a little tower off the attic which had been a later addition to the muggle house, where Agrippa had been quartered over the summer with several other owls. He didn’t want to pack the poor owl up into a cage for a long journey by train, so Harry sent him off to Hogwarts on his own.

All his preparations complete, Harry went to sit in the Travel Room until it was time to go. There was something to be said for house elf efficiency, he thought, as there had been no last-minute rushing around looking for lost socks or hats or anything like that. Even the trip to the station would be much easier—step through the fireplace and arrive immediately.

When he reached the Travel Room Ernie sat on one of the chairs chatting with a nosy portrait.

“Mum and Dad shouldn’t be long,” said Ernie. “Dad always cuts it fine when we go anywhere, but we shouldn’t be late to the train. Plenty of time.”

Harry nodded.

“I’ve just sent Agrippa off to school,” said Harry. “No sense taking him on the train, is there?”

“Good shout,” said Ernie.

Harry sat down next to him and gestured at the portrait.

“He have anything good to say?”

Ernie shook his head.

“Nah—he heard Dad talking about the Triwizard Tournament and he wanted to warn me to ‘beware the cockatrice’,” said Ernie quietly, so that the portrait didn’t overhear.

Algie and Mairi strolled into the Travel Room at ten minutes to eleven, and then all four of them left through the Floo for King’s Cross. They emerged directly into the public Floo area of the station, which was a little annex tucked away from the fractional platforms. It had a few trolleys set aside for luggage, which Algie filled with the boys’ things with a quick flick of his wand.

“And we got here with time to spare!” declared Algie with a triumphant look at Mairi. “More than enough time.”

“I’ve never been to this bit before,” said Harry. “Do we just… go around the corner for the platforms?”

“It’s just this way, Harry, dear,” said Mairi. She led the small group outside of the annex and into the muggle part of the station. “We want Platform 9¾, so we have to go past the barrier, I’m afraid. Silly little thing, but when they built the platforms they put them in all over the place.”

“It’s easier to Apparate right in,” said Algie, “but with so many things, and the two of you… well, it seemed safer to Floo.”

“It’s what we did last year anyway,” said Ernie. “It’s not so bad.”

They made good time through the packed train station and passed through the barrier between the Muggle world and Platform 9¾ without any difficulty. The magical side of the platform was no less busy than the muggle side, as dozens of families rushed to get their children ready to board the train. Algie and Mairi stopped at a vacant bit of the platform just to the side of the entrance to say goodbye.

“Harry, it was lovely having you with us this summer,” said Mairi. “You’re welcome in our home any time you like. I do sincerely hope you come and visit with us again! Your aunt and uncle should be proud of the way you’ve behaved. You really are a credit to your family—your aunt and uncle, and your late parents, of course.”

“Mum!” muttered Ernie.

“Oh, er, thank you very much,” Harry managed to say eventually. He thought his aunt would have been pleased to hear that – manners were always first thing on her mind whenever Harry went to a friend’s house – and it did feel nice to get an invitation back. “I really enjoyed staying with you all,” he said. “It was really nice and I enjoyed learning about, erm, floramancy and other magical art forms.” That wasn’t even really a lie, either, since it had been interesting in parts even if he was glad to be attending Hogwarts instead of Wandwright’s.

“You are a darling young man!” said Mairi.

“And I’ll remember that Cup Final for years to come, Harry, my boy,” said Algie. “Thanks for that! And to reiterate what my beautiful wife has said, you really are welcome back whenever you’d like. Our Ernest certainly does know how to choose his friends!”

“Dad!” said Ernie. “God, you’re both so embarrassing sometimes.”

“It’s because we love you so much, darling,” said Mairi. She reached over to hug Ernie, who resisted for a moment before returning the hug.

“Give us a go as well,” said Algie, joining the hug. “Now you must promise to write to me at once if you meet any pretty French witches!”

“Dad!” said Ernie. “We get Hogsmeade weekends this year anyway, so I can just come home and see you both…”

“Darling, if you do meet any nice witches this year, don’t come to your father,” warned Mairi. “Ask me instead!”

Ernie shrugged.

“Yeah, alright. Anyway, we’ve got to go—the train’s about to leave,” said Ernie. “And yes Mum, I promise I’ll write to you! I’ll see you soon anyway.”

Mairi hugged him again.

“I know.”

Harry felt almost as if he was intruding on a personal family moment, so he looked away, but Mairi soon drew him into a hug, too.

“You must come and visit us during a Hogsmeade weekend, Harry,” said Mairi. “We won’t take no for answer!”

“Er, definitely,” said Harry. “Thanks for having me, really.”

“Well, come on, Harry,” said Ernie. “Let’s get off—this pair would have us here all day otherwise!” Ernie set off with his trolley for the train, and Harry followed him. They only had a couple of minutes until the train pulled out of the station, but both of them managed to get on in time.

Once inside the train, the two boys went their separate ways. They’d agreed beforehand that they wouldn’t sit together on the train—Harry had been told in no uncertain terms by Daphne that all of their friends would be sat together on the train, and Ernie had been inundated with requests from his Hufflepuff friends to sit with them.

“See you later, Harry,” said Ernie.

“See you in lessons, mate,” agreed Harry, who set off down the train in search of his friends from Slytherin.
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Harry moved through the interior of the train carrying his trunk – thankfully charmed feather-light by Ernie’s mother that morning – and broom in its case. He squeezed past other students who hadn’t managed to find a compartment yet either while muttering apologies.

“Sorry,” he mumbled as he pushed past two girls blocking the corridor with their trunks and their owls. “Just need to get past, excuse me.”

Harry made sure to look inside each compartment he passed them by, but none of them contained his friends from Slytherin. Some did have people inside he knew, so he gave a little wave whenever they noticed him, but he mostly ended up pushing his way past other stragglers in the corridor.

Harry eventually found his friends near to the back end of the magically enlarged train and slipped inside the compartment with a big smile on his face. Although there were a fair number of them crammed into the small space, the Hogwarts Express compartments never seemed to get too full. He suspected some sort of expansion charm.

“Alright?” Harry asked once inside. “Can we make some space for my trunk?”

“You’re a bit late,” observed Blaise as he lounged across one of the seats. He didn’t move to help Harry with his trunk, so Harry ignored him. Instead, Millicent got up from where Daphne had been braiding her hair to move her own trunk aside. Tracey waved at him from behind her magazine, and Theodore offered a weak smile.

“Thanks, Millie,” said Harry as he slipped his trunk in the new space.

“I wasn’t finished!” complained Daphne. “You’ve ruined it now, and I’ll have to start again!” She frowned and pointed for Millicent to sit back down.

Millicent shrugged but complied anyway.

“Oh, but it is good to see you, Harry,” said Daphne once Millicent had sat down. “Did you have a nice summer? I heard you met up with Tracey in Spain—that must have been lovely!”

“Er, yeah—I had a good summer actually,” said Harry as he squeezed into place between Blaise and Theodore. “I saw Tracey in Barcelona, then spent the rest of the summer at Ernie’s—you know, Ernie Macmillan in Huffepuff’s—summer house. We went to the Cup. Met up with Theodore as well,” said Harry, with a little nod in the quiet boy’s direction. “Even saw Draco for a bit at the Final.” Harry paused and took another look around the compartment. “Where is Draco? I thought your letter said we were all going to sit together this year…” Harry realised then that Pansy and Vince were both missing, as well as Victoria Runcorn. He couldn’t say he was entirely displeased at their absence, but it was strange. “And Pansy and Victoria, too…”

Daphne sighed and took a break from braiding Millicent’s hair.

“We all agreed to sit together, yes,” Daphne said through her frown, “but when we found Draco on the platform before the train went, he said no. Said he wanted to go sit with Vince and Greg in their own compartment. So they did.” She huffed. “But he said in his letter… oh, but it doesn’t matter.”

“And then when Pansy saw Draco wasn’t here, she said, ‘I’m not staying here with just you lot’, then left with Victoria to find them,” added Millicent. She shrugged. “It’s not like we’re going to miss them though, is it?”

“Millie!” admonished Daphne. “You shouldn’t say things like that! We’re meant to all be friends.”

“I’m not wrong though, am I?” challenged Millicent. Daphne was silent for a few moments. Then she shook her head.

“It’s just not very nice to say,” Daphne said. “You aren’t wrong. But it would be nicer if we could all be friends, wouldn’t it?”

“Yeah, well, Pansy had her chance,” muttered Millicent.

Frankly, Harry thought both Pansy and Draco had had more than enough chances to be decent people, chances over and above what either of them deserved. That things had gone the way they had was surprising only in that it had taken so long.

“Draco did ask me to come as well,” Theodore said during the awkward silence after Millicent’s statement. “I said no, obviously. I just thought… I mean, we all agreed with Daphne, didn’t we? And I saw the three of them a lot in the summer. He even said he was still on for sitting together…”

Harry had a persistent, sinking feeling that whatever had got into Draco – and his parents, judging by Lucius’s behaviour at the Cup Final – involved Voldemort in some way. Perhaps he was overreacting, seeing Dark Lords where there weren’t any, but… The knowledge that Voldemort and Pettigrew were just out there in the country doing God only knew what provided Harry with fertile ground for all sorts of speculation. And Lucius Malfoy wasn’t exactly clean, even if whatever he was up to had nothing to do with Voldemort. The problem was, he couldn’t be sure Theodore’s father wasn’t involved in it, either.

“He’s probably just being arsey because you told him there’d be no Quidditch this year due to the Tournament,” said Blaise. “He knew about the Tournament already, but not about Quidditch, so he looked stupid when you said.”

“His dad hasn’t gone to the Ministry much over the summer,” muttered Theodore. “So that’s probably why he didn’t know… but I don’t think…”

“No Quidditch?” said Tracey, looking up from her magazine. “That’s a shame, Harry—I knew you wanted to play this year! But what’s this about a Tournament? Is that what’s happening this year? Mam said it was something big but she wouldn’t say what it was. Ooh, I was going to nuts all summer trying to get her to say!”

“Yeah,” said Harry, “something called the Triwizard Tournament. It’s this competition thingy between Hogwarts and these two other schools, um, like a French one and one that sounds German. They’re coming to Hogwarts this year for it, there’s even going to be a Ball. We can’t do the main part, but Algie—Ernie’s dad—said there’s other stuff going on, too,” Harry said. “There’s a flying competition apparently, and I can’t wait to try out my new broom for it.”

“You’ve got a new broom?” asked Blaise. “Really? Which did you go for? He looked over at Harry’s school things and saw the Firebolt in its – tastefully, in Harry’s totally unbiased opinion – branded case. “Mate, that’s a fucking Firebolt. You bought a Firebolt! How? They’re stupidly expensive and you have to order them months in advance! Only professional players have got them!”

“I didn’t buy it,” Harry said. “I got it for Christmas. An old family friend, more money than sense—you know the type. I had to wait to pick it up this summer.” He shrugged. “But anyway, I’ve got one now, and it’s amazing—you probably know the specs already, right, but the words on parchment just don’t do it justice at all. You can have a go once we’re back at school, if you want.” He paused. “After I’ve shown you how to handle it properly. It’s a delicate piece of kit—handles well, but you’ve got to be expecting—”

“Oh, who cares about brooms?” said Daphne. She seemed to have more or less given up with Millicent’s hair, was holding a half-done braid loosely in one of her hands. “Boys and their bloody brooms! Beauxbatons and Durmstrang students are coming to Hogwarts this year for a Ball? And nobody told me? My parents kept that secret all summer! And they must have known because my uncle works in the Department of International Magical Co-operation and he tells my father everything!”

“Well, you know now,” pointed out Blaise. “So that’s fine, isn’t it?”

“If I’d known I would have brought some more stylish robes! And accessories! Everyone always says about how fashionable the girls from Beauxbatons are!” She sighed deeply and dropped Millicent’s half-done braid. “I can’t believe it! I’ll have to owl home and ask them to send in some of my things!” said Daphne.

“You’ve got dress robes though, haven’t you?” said Blaise. “We all had to bring them.”

“I would have persuaded Daddy to get me some much nicer ones if I’d known why,” snapped Daphne. “I could have had some made especially!”

“You don’t need to worry anyway,” said Millicent. “You always look pretty.”

The compliment seemed to calm Daphne down, because she resumed braiding Millicent’s hair.

“That’s such a lovely thing to say,” she said. “Thank you, Millie. I can always owl home to ask Mummy to put in an order, but it was just a bit of a shock to hear about. I’m just glad I found out about it now.”

The three girls started talking about the upcoming Ball then which as far as Harry was concerned, was absolutely bonkers since it wasn’t until Christmastime. Uninterested in that, Harry, Blaise, and Theodore talked instead about what the Tournament and its satellite events could have in store. That served them well until the snack trolley witch came past, and Harry bought a few of each of his favourite sweets and snacks to pass around.

“Nice one, Harry,” said Millicent as she unwrapped a wriggling Chocolate Frog from its packaging.

“Yeah, thanks Harry,” said Blaise.

The six children spent the rest of the train journey trading Chocolate Frog cards and stories about their summers, until the sky turned darker and it was time to change into their school robes. In what felt like no time at all, the train pulled in to Hogsmeade Station, and the six young Slytherins joined the heaving mass of students as they made their way to the thestral-drawn carriages.

Although he’d seen them at the end of the previous school year Harry hadn’t been prepared for the sight of the thestrals. The near-skeletal, leathery winged horses looked wrong to him, as if they shouldn’t exist – but then, he supposed that was to be expected from the kind of animal a person could only see after witnessing death. They seemed friendly enough, though, so Harry thought maybe he was being a bit unfair. The carriages were meant for four, but they split into threes – the girls and the boys – and went in like that instead. The thestrals set off regardless, so Harry supposed they didn’t mind.

“What do you think the chances are of Trelawney being back this year?” asked Blaise as the carriage made its way down the lonely road from Hogsmeade Station. “We’ve got to do Divination this year and I’d rather the proper teacher even if she’s…” He waved his hand vaguely. “Well, you’ve heard what they say and she can’t be better than that after all that happened last year.”

“Spell damage like that can be hard to fix,” said Theodore. “So, maybe she won’t be back at all.”

“We’ll see at the Feast, I suppose,” said Harry. “But there’s another teacher, anyway, I thought.”

“Her apprentice? I suppose,” said Blaise, “but you’d rather the fully qualified one, wouldn’t you?”

“No, not that one,” said Theodore. “The really old one, the wizard with all the hair coming out of his ears. You see him sometimes at lunch but he doesn’t live in.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Blaise. “Well I don’t want him, either – everyone says he’s never made a prophecy, and at least some people think Trelawney’s the real deal. And her apprentice.”

“I’m not really that fussed with Divination, to be honest,” said Harry. “It sounds boring.” And he’d had more than enough of it already, what with there being two prophecies involving him and Voldemort, one of which he didn’t even know the contents of – and the one whose contents he did know made for grim listening. It seemed almost like a cruel joke that he’d have to study the subject as well. “Alchemy sounds good, though.”

“It’s meant to be really difficult,” said Blaise. “Almost nobody takes it past OWLs.”

“Almost nobody takes it to OWL either,” said Theodore. “I think it sounds interesting, too. But the teacher is supposed to be really strange.”

“His apprentice is fit though,” said Blaise. “Have you seen her? She walks around school with those tight robes on. You must have seen her!” He paused. “I’d take Alchemy just for lessons with her, to be honest.”

“She does have a nice bum,” said Theodore. “I suppose that’s why she wears those robes…” He shrugged. “Well, we probably will have lessons with her this year. I was thinking about the new Defence Professor, too, since Harry…” he trailed off and glanced at Harry.

Harry assumed his sentence would have finished something like, ‘since Harry killed the last one’, which while a totally accurate and fair statement, did sting a bit. But Quirrell had deserved everything he’d got for working with Voldemort, going so far as to kill unicorns and let Voldemort take up residence in his head, so Harry felt like what had happened was a natural consequence of the man’s actions.

“We might not even get a new one,” said Harry in an attempt to brush past it. “He had two apprentices, didn’t he? So maybe just one of them will take over. What’s his name, and that French girl?”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” said Blaise. “Everyone says there’s a curse on the Professorship, though, so maybe they don’t even want it. There isn’t enough gold in Gringotts to get me in that chair. Even the apprenticeship seems like it’s cutting it fine. There’s better places to go if you really want the qualification.”

“That’s a fair point,” said Harry. “If I were them I’d be looking to get qualified sharpish and find a job basically anywhere else, if there really is a curse.” He liked to think he was at least as brave as anyone else – except maybe some of the Gryffindors – but staying in a job that was cursed seemed like stupidity.

“I just hope the teachers don’t go too hard this year,” said Blaise. “Since there’s the Tournament and all the other stuff on, as well. Seems unfair to work us like elves if we’ve got all that to get on with.”

“Mate, the Tournament probably means they’ll work us even harder than before,” said Harry. “With those foreign schools in, and all those events… the teachers won’t want to look shit in front of the other schools, will they?”

Blaise groaned.

“I didn’t even think of that! Bugger.”

Harry laughed.

“I’m going to try the events, because you have to, don’t you?” said Harry. “But I reckon classes this year will be mad. We’ve done loads of the theory stuff last year so at least we should get to do more spells this year, but…”

“Merlin, I hope so,” said Blaise.

Eventually, the thestral-drawn carriages came to a smooth stop outside the castle’s main door, and the students descended from them and swarmed into the school. The incoming first years hadn’t yet crossed the lake, so the four House tables in the candlelit Great Hall seemed a bit empty to Harry’s eyes once everyone had been seated. At least he no longer had to sit at the end of the table – as second years, they’d been moved up just a little further away from the teachers’ table, which would be a godsend once the new first years filled up the space.

Harry scanned the head table, sat on its raised dais and filled to the brim with teachers and other members of staff, for a glimpse of any new additions. He saw all the old faces – Professor Sprout sat between Flitwick and Hagrid the groundskeeper; a scowl-faced Professor Snape who was sat being talked at by a rosy-faced woman Harry didn’t recognise; Professor Sinistra wearing a long, spiral hat like an exotic shell; and the whole host of apprentices and adjunct professors and assistants – although not Professor Trelawney.

A horrifically scarred middle-aged wizard sat next to Dumbledore. He had chunks missing from his nose, and an electric blue, frenetic prosthetic eye that seemed to look everywhere and nowhere particular all at once. With his normal eye, he scanned the tables full of students with an almost blank expression on the rest of his face.

Harry nudged Theodore.

“I bet that’s our new Defence teacher.”

Theodore turned to look, and then grimaced.

“I know who that is,” he said. “It’s Mad-Eye Moody—he was an Auror during the War. He’s… He accused my dad of… I mean, they could never prove anything, because he wasn’t—but…”

“I did read something about that,” said Harry, cutting the other boy off. “There was no conviction, or even a charge, right?” He didn’t feel like dragging out the issue any longer, and since they’d never spoken about it before, he didn’t want Theodore to feel like he had to explain. Whatever his father had or hadn’t done was nothing to do with Theodore. And it was all a matter of public record, anyway. No sense raking him over the coals. “He was the one who brought in Draco’s father, though, wasn’t he?”

“He was responsible for loads of the arrests,” said Theodore. “And he was very… er, outspoken after the trials ended and some of his arrests didn’t end in conviction. He never let it go. I think Draco’s dad actually sued him over it…” Theodore said quietly.

Harry glanced at Draco, who was sat between Vince and Pansy, glowering and not saying much at all. He could well believe that Lucius Malfoy had sued, and in a way Harry couldn’t blame him – it was the sort of thing anyone would want to put a stop to, especially if they really hadn’t been a Death Eater – but Harry couldn’t say he believed Malfoy’s claims of innocence either.

“Lessons this year are going to be interesting,” muttered Harry. Several of the students in his class were the children of accused Death Eaters, and he knew that there were other students in other years and Houses who were related to convicted Death Eaters as well. Harry felt like having a former Auror responsible for their capture on the staff might lead to a bit of friction, so he hoped that Dumbledore knew what he was doing in that regard.

Although it was nice to think that unlike the previous year, this Mad-Eye Moody fellow seemed highly unlikely to be a personal problem for Harry. That was a good thought even if he did feel sorry for some of his friends.

Dumbledore gestured to the students in the Hall to quieten down, and the din slowly fell away. Once the students already present had quietened enough, the waiting first years started to trickle into the Hall.

“There aren’t many of them this year,” he murmured to Theodore once the Great Hall doors had shut behind all the first years.

“Thirty-five, this year,” whispered Theodore. “Smallest year on record—post-Statute, anyway. They did a bit in the paper about it last week. Usual proportion of Hogwarts refusals, and… well, you can see how it went.”

Harry did the calculation in his head and realised that the incoming first years represented the last cohort of babies born during the Blood War. No wonder there hadn’t been all that many – how many people actively wanted to have a baby in the middle of a civil war? Add in the usual number of students who refused a place at Hogwarts and Harry could see why the incoming year was so small.

“Do we know any of them?”

Theodore shrugged.

“Don’t think so.”

“Oi, you pair! Shut it!” hissed one of the new prefects from slightly further down the table. “The Hat’s about to sing!”

The Hat sang a different song than it had the year before, which did surprise Harry a little, although he supposed it wasn’t too strange since the Hat presumably had an entire year of sitting around doing nothing at all, so it certainly had the time to think about song lyrics. The message behind the song, however, was more or less identical to the one at Harry’s Sorting. It extoled the virtues of each of the Houses, and gave a little bit of the history of the school, and essentially made clear everyone would have somewhere to go.

Harry spent more time looking at the new students than listening to the song. Several of them seemed completely and utterly awed by the surroundings, and he assumed they were the new muggleborns. He’d never been anywhere like Hogwarts until last year – some muggle castles and stately homes, which had nothing like the sheer gravitas of Hogwarts, and even Diagon Alley couldn’t quite compare – so he understood how they might be feeling.

The Hat eventually finished its song and the Hall burst out into a chorus of claps. Once the noise had died down, McGonagall called the first new student to sit under the Sorting Hat.

“Baker, Yvonne!”

A tiny, extraordinarily pale little girl who appeared dwarfed in her robes and wizard hat shuffled forwards to sit on the Hat’s stool. She sat under the Hat for nearly three minutes until eventually, the Hat called out her new House.

“Slytherin!”

The rest of the school gave out a few polite claps, but several of the students at the Slytherin table cheered. Harry clapped along with his friends, just happy that the first new student had come to Slytherin. She seemed unsure where to go until Gemma Farley stuck up her hand and waved her over. She sat at the Slytherin table, an uncertain look on her face. Harry supposed it was difficult being the very first person Sorted, as she had to sit right next to one of the second years. At least she’d ended up next to Florence Nettlestalk and not Pansy.

The Sorting carried on swiftly after that, with the next two additions both going to Slytherin as well – a set of identical twin girls by the name of Carrow, each of whom spent barely half a minute under the Hat – although the next lot of first years after them were all bound for Houses other than Slytherin. Cox, Kevin went to Ravenclaw, and Creevey, Colin to Gryffindor, while Down, Katherine ended up in Hufflepuff.

“Gamp, Edward!” called McGonagall.

A tall, and very fat, young blond boy waddled forward and sat on the stool. Edward Gamp reminded Harry very strongly of his cousin Dudley, if Dudley had dressed up in a robe and Hogwarts hat. The boy spent nearly five minutes under the Hat, stopping just a few seconds short of being a Hatstall, if Harry’s watch was right, but in the end joined Yvonne Baker and the Carrow twins at the Slytherin table.

The next two students went to Hufflepuff, before both ‘Harper, Alexander’ and ‘Hopkirk, Andrew’ went to Slytherin. By that point the Sorting was about a third of the way through, and Harry felt like Slytherin had done quite well. After that there were no more additions to Slytherin House until the list of names reached the letter R, when a Rookwood and a Rosier both joined the House to a rather muted applause. By the time that happened there were only a handful of students left to be Sorted, a couple of boys and a lone girl.

The two boys were Sorted, one to Hufflepuff and the other to Ravenclaw, leaving the girl stood at the front of the Great Hall alone. McGonagall called her name.

“Weasley, Ginevra,” said McGonagall.

The girl, who on a second look Harry could definitely tell was a Weasley, given her shock of red hair and the particular set of her chin, strode purposefully up to the Hat and sat it on her head.

“Another bloody Weasley,” Harry heard Draco say from a few spots along the bench. “God, there’s no end to them.”

While Harry didn’t quite share the sentiment he could understand where it had come from. It seemed almost like there were Weasleys around every corner, and when one left, another was waiting to start school. They’d just got rid of Head Boy Weasley, only for him to be replaced with a newer, younger model.

Ginevra Weasley’s Sorting went on longer than Harry had expected. She seemed to be discussing something with the Hat, which wasn’t odd in and of itself. Harry had spent a fair time chatting with the Hat himself, although given her family, Harry had assumed the Weasley girl would have been sent right to Gryffindor.

“Slytherin!” shouted the Hat eventually.

The students in the Hall responded sluggishly to the announcement, seemingly surprised at the Hat’s decision. After a few moments of awkward silence during which Ginevra Weasley walked towards the Slytherin table, people started to clap and cheer just as they had for everyone else. As if to make up for their surprise, Ginevra’s elder twin brothers stood up at the Gryffindor table to shout and cheer.

“Go Ginny!” shouted one.

“That’s our sister!” shouted the other.

“Must be nearly a hundred years since a Weasley came to Slytherin,” said Theodore as the noise died down. Harry wasn’t quite sure how to respond. His schoolmates’ knowledge of seemingly random people and their families still felt strange to him, but then he supposed the wizarding world was more like a small town than a proper country by muggle standards, so perhaps that explained it.

And the purebloods did keep marrying each other, so he supposed that would help.

“I suppose it had to happen sooner or later,” Harry could just about hear Blaise say. “And it’s not like there’s no precedent.”

All around the Slytherin table Harry could hear people expressing much the same sentiment. ‘Sacred Twenty-eight’ was a term thrown about more than once, and that was just along Harry’s section of the table. He’d heard of it before, and it was some sort of list of the families with the purest of pure blood.

A bit of a weird thing to have, but then wizards were like that.

“What they say and what they do are quite different,” Harry heard one of the upper year prefects say in relation to Ginevra Weasley. “Still on the Sacred Twenty-eight, after all.”

Next to Harry, Tracey groaned.

“Ugh,” she muttered. “‘Good breeding’ this, ‘excellent pedigree’ that. We’re not bloody dogs!” she said to Harry, just quietly enough that it was lost to everyone else in the post-Sorting din.

Harry agreed with her. Some of their Housemates’ obsessions with blood and lineage went a bit too far. It was all well and good to be proud of one’s family, but some people thought far too rigidly in terms of blood status and breeding, and it made Harry feel uncomfortable. Not that it was even limited to Slytherin, since Harry had heard the same sentiments from students in other Houses, too, and from wizards out in the world.

Although it was also a sentiment shared by Dudley’s Aunt Marge.

Dumbledore stood and gestured for the students to quieten down.

“I shan’t take long. All I shall say now, after the Sorting, is that dinner is served.”

He sat down and immediately the full array of dishes appeared on the tables of the Great Hall. Harry helped himself to food, although since he wasn’t sat near Vince or Greg, felt safe enough to count on there still being food available for seconds and even thirds if he wanted.

“Pass the mashed potatoes, Harry,” asked Tracey. “Thanks!”

Harry grabbed the tray with the mashed potatoes and moved it closer to Tracey.

“It’s nice to be back at the castle,” said Tracey once she’d passed the potatoes back down the table. “I love being home, and it’s always nice to have a break isn’t it, but there’s just something about the castle that feels comfy!”

“It is nice,” agreed Harry. He’d grown up on Privet Drive, an aggressively muggle and wholly boring bit of Surrey where everything and everyone looked and behaved the same, more or less. Hogwarts, with its secret passageways, dancing staircases, and rooms that moved around when you weren’t looking, felt like home in a way nowhere else ever had. It was no slight on his aunt or uncle – they’d tried and succeeded in creating a good home environment – but he felt as if they were just inherently too different from each other for it to ever be a truly comfortable fit.

“Who do you think we’ll have for classes this year?” asked Theodore. “I hope we’ve swapped out McGonagall; she’s a nightmare…”

“If we do, we’ll stop having Miss Gamp, though,” said Harry. “I thought you liked her.”

Theodore went red around the ears.

“Well, I do, but…”

“I hope we keep Flitwick for Charms,” Harry continued. “He knows what’s he’s talking about but he’s not too strict. I’ve heard Mr Dovey is worse than McGonagall. And Miss Evergloam is good at explaining stuff—Dovey doesn’t even have an apprentice, so you’re just stuck with him.”

“Better the Devil you know sometimes, I suppose,” said Theodore.

They carried on chatting and eating until the end of the Feast, when Dumbledore stood up once more to make an announcement, which Harry assumed would be about the Triwizard Tournament.

“Ah, here we are, once again with bellies full and heads empty after a long summer,” said Dumbledore. “I have several things to discuss with you all tonight before you can rest your weary heads, although I shan’t take too much of your time tonight. First, I should like to welcome two new Professors this year.” He gestured to the two new faces sat at the table. “Professor Wilhelmina Grubbly-Plank will be taking over Magizoology classes from Professor Kettleburn this year, who has retired in order to spend time with his remaining limbs. I wish for you all to give her the warmest of welcomes! Indeed, some of you may know her already from her work as a supply teacher in that very subject! She shall be assisted by Rubeus Hagrid, whom most of you will already know.”

Dumbledore started to clap for the new professor, but moved swiftly on once the Hall followed him, although most of the students in the Hall seemed unenthusiastic.

“Our second new addition to the teaching staff is Professor Alastor Moody, a former Auror who has graciously agreed to come and serve as our Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor for this year, due to the unfortunate events which deprived us of our previous Professor. He will be assisted by Nymphadora Tonks, a recently qualified Auror who is very generously on secondment with us for this year.”

A ripple of noise went out through the Hall at this most recent announcement, with the Slytherin table no exception. Up and down its length Harry could hear people comment on the battle-scarred former Auror, with an uncomfortable mixture of positive and negative sentiments.

“Ah, I see his reputation precedes him,” noted Dumbledore. “Well, that is as good a welcome as any, I should think. To finish up with staffing announcements—I know it must be very tedious for all of you to sit and listen to such minutiae—it is with considerable and sincere joy in my heart that I can announce the return of Professor Trelawney after her accident last year. Alas she cannot be here tonight, but rest assured she shall be here tomorrow for the advent of lessons!”

“God, he’s really dragging it out, isn’t he?” Harry heard Blaise mutter to Theodore. “Just announce the bloody Tournament and let us go to bed!”

Dumbledore went through the standard start-of-year announcements then, before finally he mentioned the upcoming Triwizard Tournament.

“Now, finally—yes, indeed, I am nearly done speaking, Mr and Mr Weasley so do continue to listen as this last announcement is, I expect, the only thing most of you shall remember tomorrow morning—I have but one last thing to announce. This year we at Hogwarts have been given the distinct honour and privilege of hosting the Triwizard Tournament. We are to receive two cohorts of students from our sister schools on the Continent, Beauxbatons and Durmstrang, and Hogwarts shall be the site of the Tournament and its many events. For those of you who do not know, or have forgotten, the Triwizard Tournament is an ancient competition between Europe’s three premier magical schools. There is the Gauntlet, in which three Champions are run through a gruelling test of their magical prowess, their wits, and indeed, their luck.” Dumbledore paused briefly to let his announcement sink in, then continued. “Alas, this part of the Tournament is open for entry only to those students who will be seventeen before October the thirty-first of this year. Those of you who are younger—do not fret. The Aerobaticum may well be just what you need! I shall direct any student in second year and above who wishes to take part in the flying competitions to see Madam Hooch by the end of the second week of term. And of course, the third of our event categories, the Pariturium, shall be open to anyone above second year as well. Anyone wishing to participate in the duelling contests should see Professor Flitwick, or his apprentice, Miss Evergloam, by the end of the same week. Now, I wish you all goodnight, and sweet dreams. Prefects, see your students to their dormitories, please!”

Dumbledore walked away from the head table in a swirl of sparkly purple robes, and the Great Hall erupted into chaos. Although news of the Tournament had been passed around between some of the students before Dumbledore’s announcement, it was clear to Harry that most of his peers had had no idea there was anything happening that year. The bravest—and most ambitious—of the fourth and fifth years who would be old enough to participate in the Tournament proper had already declared their intentions to compete for Champion.

“I don’t know if there’s even any point trying for the flying competition with you and that bloody Firebolt,” said Blaise as Harry and his friends followed the mass of Slytherins out of the Hall and towards the dungeons, “but I reckon I’ll have a good shot in the duelling.”

“I didn’t think you liked broom sport very much,” said Harry.

“Well, I don’t,” muttered Blaise, “but something as big as this, you’ve got to have a go, don’t you? At least there’s the duelling.”

The tall boy’s sentiment was apparently shared with a lot of others in the House, since Harry could hear students he’d never seen hold a broom talk about their chances in the flying competition. He even overheard Pansy talking about the duelling.

“I think I’ll try out the duelling contest,” Harry heard Pansy say. “Did you know, my great-grandmother—on the Rosier side—was one of the first witches to win a pan-European championship? And of course, I won’t have a chance at the flying with you in it, Draco, so…”

“It’s a shame there’s no Quidditch this year,” said Draco, “but at least I’ll have an opportunity to really show off my skills in an international context. I think I’ll give the duelling a try, too.”

“I was going to do the flying, definitely,” said Harry. “But I didn’t know about the duelling, and that sounds really good, too…” And at the back of his mind, Harry couldn’t help but think that Voldemort must be a very good dueller to have lasted so long fighting against Aurors and whoever else fancied a chance. A bit of structured duelling practice might be just the thing Harry needed to get himself started. The flying he would do for the love of it, but the duelling – well, maybe that was a bit more existential.

“I thought so,” said Blaise. “You’d trounce me in the flying—all of us, probably,” he said with a little look at Draco, “but we’ll have to see about the duelling. Consider yourself warned, Potter,” Blaise said with a toothy grin.

“I’ll be watching for you then, Zabini,” said Harry.

Harry thought the flying and duelling competitions sounded like a good bit of fun. True, he didn’t know exactly how they would be structured or what would be involved, but as soon as he got the opportunity to see Hooch or Flitwick, he would presumably be given all the relevant information.

All anyone in Slytherin and possibly the entire school, although Harry couldn’t say, spoke about on the way back to their dormitories was the Triwizard Tournament, even the new first years who wouldn’t be able to compete.

Once they reached the Common Room, many of the second year Slytherins stayed up just a little while longer to talk – mostly about the Tournament and its events – and spend a little time with one another, Harry included. He made his way to bed not too long after getting to the Common Room, since he didn’t want to be tired for the next morning, returning to the dormitory with Theodore and Blaise. The three boys stayed up for a little while but fell asleep while Draco and Vince were still in the Common Room.
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A good night’s sleep hadn’t seemed to dislodge the topic of the Triwizard Tournament from the students’ heads, as at breakfast the next morning, it was practically all Harry heard from anyone and everyone. Draco continued to hold court with his little gang – Vince and Greg, and Pansy and Victoria, along with a few others from Adder group. He seemed to have perked up considerably since the summer, although whether that was permanent or as a result of the new attention from the others in Slytherin, Harry couldn’t tell.

“Competition is welcome, of course,” Draco said loudly enough to be heard around the Slytherin table at breakfast, “but I just don’t think there’s going to be any. I’m easily the best flyer in our year.” Most of his hangers-on seemed to agree with him, although from what Harry could see, some of them weren’t convinced.

“Best flyer my arse,” muttered Harry into his cornflakes. He’d have said something, but he thought that sparking an argument over something so silly at breakfast would be more than a little uncouth. Let Draco say what he wanted – in the end, it would be the medals that really proved the point.

“He is quite good, to be fair,” said Theodore just as quietly from next to Harry. “I’m not saying you aren’t,” he said quickly, “but apart from you, I really don’t think he does have much competition. He can be a little shit at times but flying is one of the things he’s good at.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Harry sourly. “I don’t mind that—he’s just such an arse about it.”

“He’s an arse about most things, Harry,” said Theodore with a little smile.

Harry sighed.

Towards the end of breakfast Mr Shafiq came around with the students’ timetables for the year. Harry was somewhat pleased to see that they’d kept the same groups as last year, since although it would have been nice to have some more mixing between the Slytherin first years, he also didn’t much fancy sitting with an entirely new set of people in his classes.

“It’s not a bad day today, considering,” said Daphne once their little group had gathered just after breakfast. “A full day, with Miss Gamp first and then a double Potions with Mr Shafiq and then Herbology…” She frowned. “Ooh and then it’s Charms first after lunch with Flitwick, then we’ve got that new Defence professor afterwards for a double. It’s not awful but it could have been worse, so…”

“I’m not really looking forward to that one,” said Theodore. “I just hope he’s… professional… about everything.”

Daphne glanced over at Theodore.

“Oh?” She paused. “Oh. Well. At least you’ll have Vince and Draco in with you, so it shouldn’t be…” She frowned. “It shouldn’t be too awful.”

“What about your mum, Blaise?” asked Millicent. “I heard they investigated her for—”

“They didn’t find anything and they had to apologise,” said Blaise quickly. “Because there isn’t anything to find. So there’s nothing for him to worry about.” Despite his words, he didn’t seem particularly sure about that to Harry.

Harry didn’t fully understand the exchange, but thought he had the basics right. He couldn’t be sure, but he assumed Millicent meant the rumours that surrounded Blaise’s mother. Variously, Harry had heard that she was a serial black widow, killing each of her (numerous) husbands whenever she’d got married for the inheritance money; a Dark witch who practised ancient African sex magic who used up men like potions ingredients; to a tragically cursed widow whose effects on men were wholly outside of her control. Harry didn’t know quite what to believe, so he chose to believe nothing. Evidently, the Aurors hadn’t known what to believe, either.

Harry decided to change the subject before it lingered too long on the subject of his friends’ parents’ dubious pasts or presents.

“We can sign up for the duelling after Charms today, though,” he said. “So that’s not so bad, is it? And we’ve got a free first thing every Friday, which is really good.”

“We do have a nice spread of frees every week this year,” said Tracey. “That’s nice, that is. I’m happy with the timetables this year. At least we don’t have two sessions of potions in a day like last year!”

“But every single potions session is a double this year,” said Daphne. “Ugh.”

“What? Is it really?” asked Blaise. “Bollocks. I didn’t see that! Oh, well. Could be worse—at least half of them are with Shafiq.”

“Well, that does make it a bit better,” conceded Daphne after she scanned the timetable to check it. More or less everyone preferred Snape’s apprentice to Snape himself, as even though Snape favoured the Slytherins, he still wasn’t nice. Mr Shafiq was both pleasant and a good teacher, which in Harry’s estimation made him a million times better than Snape, who was neither.

“We should get going to Transfiguration,” said Tracey. “I know it’s only with Miss Gamp but we still shouldn’t be late on the first day. And, look, we’ve got it with the Gryffindors and they’ve all gone already!” She gestured to the Gryffindor table where all the Gryffindors paired with Viper group had already gone.

Harry and the rest of his friends made it to Transfiguration right on time, slipping inside the door just as Miss Gamp had planned to start her lecture. The Gryffindors had all sat together, which Harry thought was probably for the best, so the Slytherins followed suit and Harry sat himself down next to Theodore two rows back from the front. He got out his things and settled down for Miss Gamp’s lesson.

After the lesson ended the Slytherins trudged back down into the dungeons for a double session of Potions with Mr Shafiq, and then afterwards, back up and out onto the grounds for Herbology with Miss Root. Harry wasn’t at all a fan of how packed every Thursday would be over that year. Lessons right through, and some tough ones. At least after lunch they had Charms – Flitwick usually managed to make complex lessons fun, and they could sign up for duelling afterwards.

Viper group had Charms with the Gryffindors, and both halves of the class had arrived early that day.

Once everyone had come inside and sat down, Flitwick took the register and launched right into his lecture.

“This year our goal is twofold: to build on that which we have learned last year both in the theoretical and practical, and to move forward with a whole range of new, much more complex charms. As we have studied the basic theoretical components required for a proper understanding of beginning charms last year and in detail, this year we may devote proportionately more time to…” Flitwick paused when he saw Finnegan from Gryffindor stick his hand up in the air and wave it about madly.

“Yes, Mr Finnegan?”

“Sir, we were wondering when we could sign up for the duelling competition. Dumbledore said yesterday…”

“That can wait until after the lesson, Mr Finnegan,” said Flitwick. “I’m sure all of you are very interested in duelling. Indeed, as a former grand champion of the European circuit I share your enthusiasm! It is, however, an extracurricular activity and this year we have rather a lot of material to cover. You must all be aware that next year you will all sit your OWLs, and the curriculum is quite broad. Again, I shall ask all of you who are interested in duelling this year to please stay for a few moments to speak with me after the class has ended.”

The disappointment from the gaggle of Gryffindors surrounding Finnegan was almost palpable. Harry wasn’t sure whether they’d actually expected Flitwick to stop his lecture in favour of chatting about duelling, but he supposed it had been worth a try. Flitwick stopped the lesson only very briefly one more time to answer a question from Granger, but otherwise managed to get through to the end without any further interruption.

At the end of the lesson, practically the entire class had stayed behind to sign up for duelling. Harry didn’t mind the competition, of course, but he hadn’t expected Parvati Patil or Lavender Brown to have any interest in duelling.

“Duelling is not easy,” said Flitwick once he’d realised just how many people intended to sign up, his tone uncharacteristically stern. “After the sign-up period has ended we will be practising at least twice a week up to Hallowe’en, when we will hold the qualifying tournament. If you do not think you can maintain—and perhaps even increase—such a schedule, do not waste mine and everyone else’s time by signing up today.” He paused to allow his words to sink in, but nobody who’d stayed after the lesson left the room. 

Flitwick sighed.

“Well, come along, then. Sign your names on this parchment here, and after the sign up period is over listen for the announcement at dinner. And do be sure to get along to your next class swiftly or your next professor won’t be happy.”

*

The Slytherins’ last lesson of the first day of term was Defence Against the Dark Arts with the new professor, the so-called ‘Mad-Eye’ Moody. By the time Harry and the others managed to get to the classroom, the Hufflepuffs had already arrived and chosen seats along one half of the class, which Harry found disappointing since he would have liked to have sat with Ernie. He gave Ernie – and Justin, who was sat at a desk next to him – a little gesture as he walked past and took a seat next to Blaise in the third row.

A number of strange devices lined the walls, as well as an absurd amount of what appeared to Harry to be cloudy mirrors. He recognised a couple of sneakoscopes on the desk, as well as several items Harry couldn’t identify. Moody stood in front of his desk, leaning just slightly, with his leg – which Harry noticed belatedly ended in a wooden foot – stuck out.

Although they weren’t late, Professor Moody still didn’t seem especially happy to see the Slytherins walking in after the Hufflepuffs had already arrived. Many of the Slytherins seemed to reflect back his negative energy, likely because they were worried about the ex-Auror and his fearsome reputation, and the atmosphere felt tense. Harry was glad it was only an hour slot, and not a double.

Moody gestured with his wand and the door slammed shut.

“Let’s get this clear from the start,” said Moody, “I’m nothing like that waste of space you had as a professor last year. Those lazy bastards at the Auror office couldn’t figure out what he was up to, but it’s clear as crystal he was up to something, as Potter there can attest. Me? I’m not with the Aurors anymore, so I can call them lazy bastards if I damned well like, since that’s what they are. But I’m no Dark wizard. Spent my whole life chasin’ them down. Bagged more than a couple, as most of you will already know.” His electric blue eye bounced from person to person and seemed to settle, for a few seconds only, on several of the Slytherins. “Malfoy!” barked Moody. “Your father still a weak-willed son of swindler?”

The scarred man gazed at Draco for what felt like an uncomfortably long time to Harry, who wasn’t even the subject of the odd gaze. Draco, ordinarily easy to provoke especially if one mentioned his father, sat there with a grimace plastered across his face.

“My father was formally cleared of all charges and was as much a victim of the Dark Lord as anyone else,” Draco managed to say eventually, although not even he sounded especially convinced.

“Ah, well, I can see the apple didn’t fall far,” said Moody. “Not a bit of wit between you.” He snorted, and then turned his attention to Theodore next, who’d sat up straight in his chair and fixed his gaze just past Moody. “And you, lad. Are you as suspiciously inconspicuous as your old man, or do you have a bit more presence?”

“It’s not a crime to be well-behaved,” said Theodore.

“Aye, there’s well-behaved and then there’s whatever your father is, lad. Mark my words, there’s something rotten there,” said Moody.

Theodore said nothing, and Moody turned his attention towards Blaise – or so Harry thought.

“And you, Potter,” said Moody suddenly. “How is it that a lad with your history ends up in the den of snakes with this lot? Is it true, that you’re a Dark wizard in waiting, like some people say? Looking to take up the mantle of old Snakey, is that it? That’s what they say, isn’t it? So, come on then. Tell us the truth.”

Harry frowned and felt the back of his neck go hot. He wasn’t a Dark wizard, and he didn’t much like Moody’s accusations. Where did the old wizard get off, accusing Harry of wanting anything to do with Voldemort’s legacy? Whatever the morons out in the country said, Harry had no interest in becoming a Dark Lord. Even the thought…

“I’m no more a Dark wizard than you are a cover star for Witch Weekly,” said Harry. He immediately heard several of the Slytherin girls in the class groan, and from the corner of his eye he could see Blaise put his head in his hands.

Moody, though, leaned back against his desk, and laughed.

“You’ve got your mother’s tongue in your head, Potter, that’s for certain,” said Moody after he’d finished laughing. “Just remember I’ve got my eyes on you, Potter.”

Moody stood up from his desk and took a step towards the class. Harry leaned back reflexively; Moody seemed like someone Harry wanted as far away from him as possible, his avowed anti-Dark magic position notwithstanding.

“We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us this year,” said Moody. “From what I’ve seen of his curriculum, Quirrell covered most of the basics but in a frankly fucking weird way. He left his curriculum behind but even his apprentices couldn’t untangle that mess, the poor sods. So we’ve got to paper over the cracks in last year’s lessons, and cover everything I wanted to teach you this year. Then if we’ve got time, we can start on what you’ll need for your OWL next year.”

Daphne, sat at a desk in the front row, stuck up her hand. Moody ignored her.

“Now, I ain’t staying on for more than this year,” declared Moody. “It’s my job to teach you how a real Dark wizard operates—what spells he uses, how he uses them, and why he does what he does. Then I’m off, retired. Finished. You’ll never hear from me again. Aren’t you lucky?”

Daphne kept her hand in the air, and waved it a little.

“Yes, Miss…?” said Moody eventually.

“Daphne Greengrass, sir,” she said. “Um, I was just wondering what you meant by starting with the OWL content if we have time? Isn’t that, um, what I mean is, isn’t that what we’re supposed to be doing now?”

“You’ve got a pair of stones on you, missy,” said Moody. “I like that. But ain’t you been listening? I’m here to talk about the stuff only someone like I can teach you. Let the next unlucky bastard teach the OWL. Why d’you need me for that?”

Harry could tell Daphne wasn’t satisfied with the answer, but she had enough sense to let it go, and Moody started talking again.

“I’ve had special permission from the Ministry to show you things you wouldn’t normally get to see until NEWTs,” continued Moody. “I’ve got the right training and background to properly contextualise what you’re seeing, so that’s why. We’ll cover all that first off, so you’ve got the grounding for what comes next—which is case studies of the Death Eaters I brought in back in the War. It’s not up for negotiation—everything’s been cleared by Dumbledore and the Board, so shut your traps if you’ve got any complaints. You need to hear this, every last one of you.”

Harry didn’t think that would go over especially well with Draco or Vince, whose fathers had actually been put on trial during the War. Judging from Moody’s actions already, it didn’t seem unlikely that he would include those trials in his case study, too, even though they’d both ended in acquittal. He felt sorry for the students in the other years and Houses whose parents and other relatives had actually gone to Azkaban. It sounded as if they would be in for a rough year.

“With this Triwizard nonsense over the year, you can all get it in your heads right now that I don’t give a shit about the Tournament. Best case, it’s a security risk that goes well in the end. Worst case? Dead students and an embarrassed Fudge.” Moody snorted. “Waste of time, if you ask me, but under no circumstances—no exceptions—will participation in the flying or duelling competitions get you out of any component of my lessons this year. I don’t care how much practise you need. I don’t care how good you are at flying or cursing or whatever bollocks they’ve got you doing. I don’t care if you’re about to win the thing. You. Ain’t. Skipping. Class. Got it? If you get sick, you’ll make up the time. If you skip a lesson, you’ll get twice that time in detention. This course is non-negotiable, no ifs, ands, or buts. If there’s a lesson on your timetable, your arse is in that seat.”

Moody focused his words on the Slytherin half of the class, although he did glance towards the Hufflepuffs occasionally. Harry thought he probably assumed the students with questionable relatives would try to get out of the lessons, which at the very least Draco probably would have tried to do.

“Right, now we’ve got that out of the way, we can talk about the difference between illegal, and Dark. You won’t need your books, and you can take notes if you want to, but what I need is for you to listen…” said Moody. He spent the remainder of the lesson going through the different kinds of illegal, but not Dark, spells and magical practices and then compared them with Dark magic that was, conversely, legal. At several points in the lecture Harry had to rush to scribble down what the ex-Auror said, and by the end of the lesson Harry felt like at the very least, Defence wouldn’t be a total wash that year even if it would be awkward and tense.

Almost as soon as the lesson ended and Moody allowed them to leave, the Slytherin half of the room shot out of the door, Harry included. He didn’t want to be left in the room under the gaze of Moody’s ‘Mad Eye’ – not on his own, at any rate. They retreated as a group to the dungeons, to wait for dinner in more comfortable surroundings.

*

Over the next day more students had an experience of Moody and his teaching style, and all sorts of stories started to permeate through to the students in the other years and classes. As the second year Slytherins in Viper group had a free first thing in the morning, had a little time to lurk in the Common Room, listening and watching.

One of the new first years – one of the boys, whose name was Rookwood, Harry thought – came running back just before lunch from his first lesson with Moody crying, followed by the Carrow twins, Flora and Hestia, who each looked angry.

“Moody’s lesson with the firsties went well, then,” observed Harry.

“I feel sorry for that one,” said Theodore quietly. “His dad’s in Azkaban. I think it was Moody who… well, you know. I wonder what he said to him, to make him cry.”

Harry felt sorry for the boy. It must have been difficult to start a new school, and then find out one of your teachers put your father in prison, and then that that teacher seemed vicious enough to bring it up in front of the whole class. On top of all that, to be thirteen and seen crying in front of everyone in your class, on the second day of school… Well, it was hardly an auspicious start to the year.

“What about the girls?” Harry asked, glancing towards the little alcove where the twins had settled in to.

“Where should I start?” said Theodore. He shook his head. “The Carrows are a weird, weird family. They live with their ‘aunt’ and ‘uncle’—a brother and his sister, right?—but neither of them has a sibling on record, apparently, and the twins don’t have any parents listed on their birth certificate, so… well, everyone says the aunt and uncle are the parents. And then both of them were charged during the War with collaboration, so they were fined. Never sat trial as Death Eaters, so they didn’t get Azkaban, but…”

“That’s—that’s really grim,” said Harry. It made him feel a bit sick. Hopefully, it was just rumours, the sort of thing people spread when they didn’t know all the details and wanted something salacious to gossip about. “This year’s going to be rough…”

“For some more than others,” murmured Theodore.

“Oh, shit, sorry,” said Harry. “I forgot about…”

Theodore shrugged.

“My father’s record speaks for itself. There’s never been a single recorded incident of wrong-doing. After the accusations he was compensated by the Ministry because it was all untrue. Moody can say what he wants, but there’s nothing to get at me with. Draco and Vince, though…” He shrugged again. “Come on, let’s go to Defence now, or we might get stuck sat by Pansy…”

Harry wasn’t as sure as Theodore that Sinistrus Nott had been uninvolved during the War but said nothing. It was probable that Sinistrus Nott had said nothing to his son about his activities during the Blood War, assuming he had been active, and so Theodore wouldn’t know anything anyway.

Harry and Theodore left the dungeons with the trickle of other Slytherins, and made their way to Defence, where the topic on everyone’s lips – in a change from the previous morning – was Professor Moody and his unique teaching style. Fortunately, they had Defence with Moody’s assistant, a young witch with an absurd name Harry couldn’t quite remember and who was rather more pleasant than Moody himself. Directly after lunch the Viper group Slytherins (and their counterpart group in Gryffindor) had Transfiguration with McGonagall.

Harry had thought the introductory lesson with McGonagall would have been a bit more relaxed than it ended up being, as it was the first one back, but evidently McGonagall hadn’t agreed with that. She assigned a devilish bit of homework due after the weekend.

“We should use our free on Monday to get the homework done,” said Daphne as their little group left Transfiguration. Blaise groaned at the suggestion, but Theodore seemed enthusiastic.

“I suppose we could get it done then,” agreed Harry eventually. “We’ve got Divination now though, don’t we? Where is it? Anyone know?”

“It’s up in one of the towers,” said Blaise. “Right out of the way of everything. I know the way, though.”

“Why stick it up a tower?” complained Millicent. “Honestly, some of the places they put classrooms in this bloody castle…”

They trekked halfway across the castle in search of the Divination classroom, which was at the very top of a tower, and even then up a ladder and through a little hatch. In the attic of a tower, which Harry thought was pushing it as an appropriate venue. The classroom itself looked nothing like any of the other classrooms Harry had ever seen – smoke from copious clusters of burning incense hung in the air, and instead of desks, the cramped tower room had been filled with mismatched arm-chairs arranged around little circular tables. Along the curved wall at the back of the classroom sat shelves filled with tea cups, tea pots, and crystal balls. Thick curtains covered the few windows in the room.

Professor Trelawney sat in an overly large, stuffed full, arm-chair at a little table with a crystal ball sat at its centre, her eyes closed.

“Come in, come in, my dears,” said Trelawney. “I have been expecting you.”

“No shit,” muttered Blaise. “We’ve got a session timetabled…”

Harry sniggered.

The three boys took a trio of chairs just behind Tracey, Daphne, and Millicent, and settled in. The chairs were more comfortable than the standard chairs used in the other classrooms, but Harry felt like that, along with the dark room and the incense, would make it quite difficult to stay awake – especially last thing on a Friday.

“You may have heard the rumours that my Inner Eye—the means by which I can See—has been damaged by my accident last year,” said Trelawney once the floor hatch had closed and all of the second year Slytherins had sat down. “I would not normally deign to discuss such trivial and mundane matters as rumours, but it is important that all of my students are aware that my mystical prowess is not diminished. Indeed, I feel as if the waters of fate are clearer than they have ever been.”

Trelawney said her piece without opening her eyes until the very end, when she pointed directly at Harry.

“Harry Potter. I have Seen much of your future. I can not—will not—say too much, for fear of changing what is Fated to pass, but you must be careful. Your very life is in danger!”

“Er, right,” said Harry. “Thanks for the advice, Professor. If you could, though, it might help if I knew what to look for…”

Of course, Harry already knew his life was in danger, and from whom – Voldemort was out there doing all sorts of ridiculous things due to a prophecy made by the very woman in front of him – but according to Dumbledore, Trelawney didn’t remember making any true prophecies. That was, apparently, a quirk of her power, that she would never remember a word spoken in True Prophecy. Harry, though… Harry remembered every word in each of the prophecies the strange Seer had made.

‘He will rise again’, Trelawney had said to Voldemort. The problem for Harry was, when would Voldemort rise again? Did the twisted little ghost he was count as having risen, or was there something yet to come? She’d said more to Voldemort, uttered more words of True Prophecy… and the only one who knew the words was Voldemort himself.

Useless, thought Harry.

“Alas, my poor child, to See is to be burdened with knowledge that one simply must not share,” said Trelawney. “I have said almost too much already. We must hope it is enough that you know to be cautious.”

Harry rolled his eyes at the announcement from the Seer. If Harry didn’t know she’d uttered true prophecies before, he would have thought her a complete and total fraud.

Not that he rated her much higher than that even with his knowledge.

“Incidentally, Miss Parkinson, do tell your mother to be especially careful on the stairs. It simply won’t do for her to get injured at Hallowe’en, as I’m sure you’re well aware,” said Trelawney once she’d moved on from predicting danger in Harry’s future.

“I will, Professor,” said Pansy’ “I’ll make sure she is.”

“Good, good,” said Trelawney. “Now, we must start our journeys into the mystic art of divination! This year we will, of course, not be delving into the deeper mysteries—you are too young, too untrained, for that—but we will of course begin our studies. We shall discuss tarot, and tea leaves, and learn basic scrying. This will be a very good introduction to the noble and storied art. Alas it is unlikely that any among you have a true and unclouded Inner Eye—Seeing is a very rare talent as I am sure you all know—but you may study the more mundane techniques. This will have to be enough for you.”

Harry zoned out after Trelawney’s introduction to the class. Although divination seemed like it did have some merit, or at least some of its peripheral arts and processes seemed useful at any rate, Harry thought the lessons would be a complete waste of time. Trelawney herself certainly had a rare magical talent even if it was sporadic in its appearances, but it was one that couldn’t be taught or as far as Harry understood consciously controlled.

So Harry spent the session thinking about other things, and by the time the lesson ended, had nearly fallen asleep.

*

The first weekend at Hogwarts arrived rapidly, as the term had started on a Thursday, which gave everyone a little reprieve from the resumption of lessons. Hogsmeade weekends weren’t due to start until later on in the year nearer Hallowe’en, so Harry didn’t get to explore the village, but he did have time to find Madam Hooch to sign up for the flying competitions.

Unfortunately, it seemed like practically everyone else in the castle had had the same idea, too. When Harry arrived at Hooch’s office – a pokey little room tucked away in a strange, little-used location on the ground floor – a queue dozens of students long stretched away from it, filled with all sorts of unlikely competitors. Some of the people queueing made sense to Harry. He recognised quite a few of the students as Quidditch players who wouldn’t get to play Quidditch during the Tournament, and who were too young to compete the in the Gauntlet – but for others, it seemed like a total waste of everyone’s time.

“I bet most of these people don’t even fly well,” Harry complained to Theodore, who’d come with him to wait. “You’ve seen Patil and Brown on brooms, haven’t you? They’re awful. And look, some of them are first years!” Harry nodded towards a gaggle of first years who wouldn’t even have been allowed to bring a broom to school. Included among them was the Weasley girl who’d joined Slytherin at the Sorting, along with one of the new boys – Harper, Harry thought.

Theodore shrugged.

“Don’t get distracted by people who aren’t competition, Harry,” he said. “You should be more concerned about people like Chang or Montague or, er, Draco.”

That was fair enough, Harry supposed. The Quidditch players were certainly more important to worry about than the time-wasters, and Draco was a decent flyer.

“That’s a good point. But still, this queue’s going to take ages…”

“We do have all day,” Theodore said.

“God, I hope it doesn’t take all day,” said Harry.

The queue slowly moved forward as students either completed their sign up, were turned away at the office, or gave up on the idea entirely. Some of them gave up only after reaching the Hooch’s office and learning just what, exactly, the flying competitions entailed, but Harry felt like the queue made good progress. At any rate, he made it to Hooch’s office within about an hour, which he thought was better than it could have been.

“Ah, Potter. I thought I’d be seeing you here,” said Hooch once Harry and Theodore stepped inside her office. “Although—and don’t take this the wrong way, Nott—but I hadn’t thought this would be something you’d like to do.”

Theodore went a little red around the ears.

“I’m just here with Harry,” he said. “I don’t want to take part.”

Hooch nodded.

“For the best, I think. Well, Potter, there’s a few things you need to know before you sign up. We’ve got a good number of events in the flying category, so you can sign up for one, some, or all of them.  I think someone of your skill and talent would want to give all of them a try, but it is your choice in the end. Now,” she said, glancing down at the parchment on her desk, “I’d recommend you start with the standardised speed racing competition. All competitors will be given the same type of broom to ride for this one, so it really is just a test of your skill in broom handling. Simple enough competition—get to the finish line faster than anyone else. How’s that sound?”

Harry nodded along. It disappointed him a little that he wouldn’t get to use his Firebolt for the race, but he could understand the rationale behind it. Most people couldn’t get their hands on one even if they had the money, due to the waiting lists.

“I’ll try that one, yes, definitely.”

“Good, good. Thought you would. Now, we’ve got another category—hazard flying. There’s two competitions here, standardised and free—you’ll be wanting to join both of them, I expect, if the rumours of your Firebolt are true.”

“Er, yeah,” said Harry. “I would like to use it…”

“Yes, well, who wouldn’t?” agreed Hooch. “All the usual hazards will be present—bludgers, harpies, magical winds, you know. Like I said, all the usual. Possibly some new, hasn’t been decided yet. The scoring differs between standardised and free, but we’ll explain all that later. How does that sound?”

Harry nodded.

“I’ll do those, as well.”

“Wonderful, wonderful,” said Hooch. She listed the remaining events in the flying competition from relay races to marathons, and Harry agreed to sign up for them all. “We’ll be holding the first set of heats after the sign ups are all done, and I expect we’ll be all done by Hallowe’en. Good luck and make sure you get to work, Potter. The qualifiers will pit you against the best Hogwarts has to offer, but for the competition, it’ll be all those and the best from the other schools. Natural talent will only take you so far!”

“Thank you, Madam Hooch,” said Harry. “I’m looking forward to it!”

Harry left the little office feeling much more excited about the competition than when he’d gone in. He thought he had decent chances of winning at least one of the events in the competition, although Theodore didn’t quite share his enthusiasm.

“Mate, some of those events sound rough. Hazard flying is really dangerous…” he said as they walked away from the office. “Harpies…”

Harry grinned.

“That’s what makes it fun!”

*

Harry spent the rest of the weekend practising his flying – and showing the more interested of his friends how to fly a Firebolt. By the time Monday came along with the commencement of lessons for the week, felt like he had very good chances in the overall competition. He was less excited at the thought of lessons, although for Viper group at least, Monday came with three free periods, so Harry thought it wasn’t that bad.

The one downside, however, was that after an afternoon double session of Potions with Snape, the second year Slytherins had their once-weekly Arithmancy session with Professor Vector – a class most people agreed was at least tied with Alchemy for the ‘most difficult subject’ offered at Hogwarts.

“Arithmancy last thing on a Monday afternoon!” complained Millicent. “I don’t even want to do Arithmancy next year. It’s so unfair they make us take it this year.”

“If we don’t take it this year how will we know if we want to take it next year?” said Daphne. “At least it’s only once a week if we don’t like it, so it’s not that bad.”

“I already know I don’t want to take it next year,” said Millicent. “It’s awful. Full of numbers and equations and all that bollocks.”

“People say it’s really useful for loads of careers though, don’t they?” said Tracey. “So it’s worth having a go, I think.”

Theodore nodded along with Tracey’s words.

“I’m looking forward to it. It’s a properly theoretical class, so we can go deep into it,” he said. “It’s really interesting, and broad too—you can use it to describe the foundation of some magical fields, and there’s even ways you can use it for divination, and spell—”

“Alright, Professor Vector,” said Blaise. “Calm down.”

“Everyone should be interested in something,” muttered Theodore defensively. “I like numbers.”

“I’d be more interested if it wasn’t meant to be the hardest class you can take,” said Blaise. “It’s not like anyone ever actually uses arithmancy, anyway…”

“That’s not true! People use arithmancy all the time, like healers, or curse breakers, or even architects and—”

“Alright, alright,” interrupted Blaise. “It’s not like I’m ever going to use arithmancy, I should have said. Anyway, we’re here now so for the next hour it’s going to be as much arithmancy as you can handle. I’m sure we’ll be shitting out numbers by the end of the afternoon.”

Harry had never been overly fond of maths at school, but he thought that arithmancy, although it involved numbers, wasn’t quite the same thing as muggle mathematics. He’d looked through his textbook on it, of course, but the book had been considerably more dry than some of the others, and used language and concepts Harry had either forgotten or never known about to start with. Although he didn’t share Theodore’s enthusiasm for the subject, Harry did harbour some mildly optimistic hopes about the content of the class.

Each of the hour-long, once-weekly classes brought the two halves of the second year Slytherins together, although there was still very little mixing between the groups. Harry sat with Theodore, and Daphne sat with Millicent, although both Tracey and Blaise did sit with one of their counterparts from Adder group – Jessica Spriteworth and Charles Miller respectively - and Harry saw that Vince and Greg sat together, too.

Once everyone had sat down, the professor rose from her desk to shut the door, then turned towards the class. Harry recognised her from dinners in the Great Hall, of course, although he didn’t think she was one of the residential professors – tall, with an angular face full of sharp lines. Not unattractive, exactly, but handsome rather than pretty.

“Welcome to your first lesson in arithmancy,” said Vector. “I am Professor Vector, head of the Arithmancy Department, such as it is. You’ve probably heard all sorts of horror stories about arithmancy. Let me tell you this: they’re all true. But don’t let that dissuade you. Arithmancy is, once you get deeper into it, among the most difficult of the magical arts. There are some who would argue it isn’t magical at all, but they’re wrong. Foolish, even. Arithmancy can help us to understand the underlying nature of magic. It can be used to craft powerful spells. Arithmancy can even be used as a form of divination. It could be said that arithmancy is not an art in and of itself, but a method of analysing and understanding the myriad magical arts that do exist. If none of this interests you, you are in good company—but I think it is a pity when witches and wizards ignore the deeper mysteries.” She paused. “You should consider the course this year as a mere introduction to the idea of arithmancy. To be frank, we simply do not have enough time with each other for it to be anything more than that. By the end of this year, however, I do expect each and every one of you to have gained a deeper understanding of what arithmancy is and why we study it, even if I do not manage to convince you that it is an interesting and worthwhile endeavour.”

Professor Vector turned back towards her desk to gather a stack of parchment sheets, then approached the students’ desks to hand them out.

“We will begin with a simple assessment of your basic arithmetical knowledge and skills. I am well aware that you all studied arithmetic and basic mathematical skills last year in Foundational Studies; I am also well aware that after a long summer, most of you will have forgotten most of it. The very end of the introductory assessment contains a speck of arithmantic content. It is not an indication of what you are expected to know, so do not let that bother you unduly. After I mark your tests, we will have some time left to discuss the course—and the field—a bit more broadly.”

She placed a parchment sheet containing the test in front of each student, then returned to sit at her desk.

“You may begin.”

Harry scanned through each of the questions to get a basic idea of what he was supposed to do. The basic maths questions were all easy enough – he’d done well last year in the maths parts of Foundational Studies, and none of these questions seemed any more difficult – but he did falter a bit when he reached the brief section that asked for arithmantic knowledge. Questions such as ‘What is Wenlock’s Ratio?’ and ‘Explain the Threefold Rule’ seemed to require rather a lot more knowledge of arithmancy than Harry had. He didn’t let it bother him, however, since it seemed likely enough that only Theodore would be able to tackle those questions anyway.

The assessment took up most of the allotted hour, although Harry had finished after about half that time – apart from the arithmancy questions at the very end, which he left blank. Vector collected the assessments and then spent the rest of the lesson marking them, except for a brief little bit at the end when she gave a little overview of the kinds of things arithmancy was used for – some of which Theodore had already mentioned just before the lesson.

It did sound vaguely interesting to Harry, although he supposed that the real test of his enthusiasm would come after the lessons started to get more difficult.

“Next week will be an introduction to the kinds of numerical charts we use in arithmancy,” said Vector at the very end of the lesson, “so if you’d like to be prepared, look up the relevant chapter in Numerology and Grammatica. It’s not homework, per se,” Vector added, “but it would be useful if you did it. You may go.”

Nobody seemed to need any more encouragement to leave, and the classroom soon emptied of students.

“That wasn’t so bad,” concluded Daphne after the lesson had ended and the second year Slytherins were on their way back to the dungeons.

“Speak for yourself,” said Blaise. “It was boring, and it’s almost like Vector wasn’t even trying to make it sound interesting. I can’t wait until next year when I don’t have to take it.”

“Well, if you don’t like arithmancy I don’t think there’s that much she really can do, is there?” said Tracey. “I don’t know if I’ll be taking it next year either, to be honest, but once a week this year will be fine. I think.”

“I enjoyed the lesson, anyway,” said Theodore. “Well, not the test—that was annoying. But the bit at the end when she was talking about analytics and predictive models was interesting, wasn’t it?”

Blaise rolled his eyes.

“Interesting, yeah,” he said.

“It was a bit interesting,” agreed Harry. It was a tentative agreement, but he thought there might be some promise in the subject. “I don’t think I enjoyed it as much as you did, mind,” he said with a nod towards Theodore, “but it’s not the worst lesson we’ve ever had, is it?”

“At least it’s over until next week,” said Blaise.

“Definitely,” said Millicent gleefully. “Once a week is more than enough.”

“It really isn’t that bad,” said Daphne, shaking her head. “You make it sound like a torture session!”

“Well, that’s because it was!” said Millicent.

*

Ancient Runes lessons came later, which Harry was eager to get out of the way. Ancient Runes was an entirely theoretical and academic class, with no actual magic to it. It was, as far as Harry understood, a class dedicated to learning how to read dead languages.

And it was set last thing on a Tuesday afternoon, after a double Transfiguration with McGonagall, which wasn’t a particularly nice slot for any lesson.

“Do you think we’ll do Egyptian hieroglyphics this year?” said Daphne on the way to the lesson. “I’ve always wanted to learn them!”

Theodore shook his head.

“No, I had a look in the book and this year it’s just Futhark and the tree thing and, erm… well, I can’t remember the last one,” he said.

“That’s a shame,” said Daphne. “But I suppose three languages is enough for now… oh, do you think she’ll show us some of the magic they used to use them for?”

“I thought Runes was just, you know, languages and stuff,” said Harry. “I didn’t know you could do magic with it!”

“You can do magic with any language, Harry,” said Blaise in a disinterested tone. “But that’s not what the Ancient Runes class is about. It’s just language study.”

“That’s a shame,” said Harry. The idea of learning a new kind of magic – one separate from wands and even potions with its ritualistic elements – excited him. To then learn that that wasn’t what the class was about, well… Harry supposed it was similar to how Blaise had felt the previous day with Arithmancy.

“Mm,” said Blaise. “I know.”

“People still use the runic systems for magic,” said Theodore, “but it is a bit niche these days. But you do need to know the languages—at least a little bit—before you can do it, so that’s why they still teach them.”

“Sounds like a lot of work for something you can do better with wands,” muttered Millicent.

“To be fair that is actually why runic systems fell out of use,” said Theodore. “Wands are better and easier, most of the time.”

“I’m looking forward to Runes, anyway,” said Tracey. “I like learning languages, although it is more fun when you can speak them with someone…”

“You’re already bilingual, though,” said Millicent, “so it’s easier for you.”

“Well, that is true,” conceded Tracey. “Oh, look—the door’s already open!”

By that point they’d reached the Ancient Runes classroom, along with the rest of Viper group, although their counterparts from Adder group were nowhere to be found. Draco and his little gang lingered at the threshold of the door to the classroom, seemingly disinclined to enter first.

Tracey and Daphne moved past them excitedly, stopping briefly to acknowledge the others.

“If we get in early we can get good seats!” Harry heard Daphne say to Tracey.

Harry followed along after them with Theodore, Blaise and Millicent. Although he didn’t share the two girls’ enthusiasm for ‘good seats’, he didn’t particularly want to be stuck waiting with Draco and Pansy either.

Professor Babbling sat on the edge of her desk, legs crossed, tapping one of her feet in the air as if listening to music, although Harry couldn’t hear anything. She had a little book in one hand and rested her head in the other.

“Hello! I’ll be with you in a bit,” she said as the students walked in. “Just need to finish reading this…”

The classroom slowly filled up with the rest of the second year Slytherins while the professor kept reading her book at the front of the class. She didn’t look up from it until a few minutes after the class had been supposed to start, and everyone had already sat down.

“Right, sorry about that! I’m part of a book club for witches and I’m so behind on my reading this week!” she said after she’d put her book down and slid off the edge of the desk. “I’m Professor Babbling, and this is Ancient Runes! It’s kind of Ancient Studies as well, since we do go a bit into how the ancients lived and what they were like and the sorts of things they would do, just for a bit of context. But the main thing we’re going to be doing this year is learning enough of their languages to be able to work with runes.” She paused, and then seemed to remember something she’d forgotten. “Oh, I need to take the register! Hang on…” She looked behind her for the list of students and quickly took the register.

“Right, that’s sorted,” said Babbling. ”So, this year the main rune systems we’ll be looking at are the Elder Futhark and the Celtic Tree Alphabet. To do that we’ll be learning a little of Old Norse and some smatterings of Old Irish, and if we have time some Old Welsh—but don’t worry, we don’t need fluency for what we’ll be doing!”

Professor Babbling leaned back against her desk.

“Can anyone tell me what the ancient wizards used runes for?”

Nobody seemed willing to offer up an answer, although eventually Tracey put up her hand.

“Yep? Miss Davis?”

“Apart from just, you know, writing stuff down,” said Tracey, “they were used to put protective charms and enchantments on things since the ancient wizards didn’t use wands.”

“Right, brilliant!” said Babbling. “Five points to Slytherin! That’s a great answer. Actually, it’s why comparatively few examples of runic magic come from the Romans—they invented wands! But runic systems are much more common elsewhere in the world, and actually formed the basis of most magic in the pre-Roman era. So runic magic does have a really long and fabulous pedigree, even if we don’t tend to use it today because it’s just a little bit less convenient than the magic we can do with wands. That being said, there are still uses for runic magic even today. Can anyone give me some examples?”

Theodore put up his hand.

“Mr Nott? Go!”

“Some magical artefacts can only be made using runic magic, since there isn’t a wanded spell to do what they do. Like the spells on the Goblet of Fire, for example.”

“Ooh, very apropos, Mr Nott! One point to Slytherin for the excellent—and deliciously obscure—example,” said Babbling. “Right. So if you don’t already know about it, and you probably don’t since it hasn’t been seen in public for centuries, the Goblet of Fire is an ancient magical artefact designed to, more or less, figure out the ‘best’ wizard or witch for a given task from a defined set of individuals. I say it’s an appropriate example because of course, it’s the traditional method of selecting the champions for the Triwizard Tournament’s Gauntlet It’s also a spectacular example of many different runic systems working together to achieve something quite brilliant, with respect to runic systems, but that’s all a bit too complex for your level at the moment. A couple more examples before we move on?”

A few more students offered examples of other uses of runic magic in the modern era, some of which Harry scribbled down to look up later, until Babbling asked for an example of runes that wasn’t related to magic.

Theodore stuck his hand up again.

“Go on, then, Mr Nott,” said Babbling.

“Sometimes in academic literature runic notation is used, specifically in arithmancy and sometimes in alchemy as well,” said Theodore. “Except alchemy usually uses its own symbolism.”

“Ooh, great answer. Yep! And on the recreational side of things, some publications only release editions written in runic scripts. So you can miss out on a lot of good stuff if you can’t read them!” Babbling grinned widely. “Actually, those are the books we read at my book club!”

“Right. Now, here’s the really disappointing part. I hate getting to this bit even though it happens every year, but… I have to say it. We won’t be doing any runic magic this year. Or next year, if you take Ancient Runes for the OWL. And not the year after that, either. There is a practical, magical, component to the course in the final year of NEWTs—so in your fifth year—but not before then.” Babbling shrugged. “So, with that out of the way… Let’s get started with Old Norse! The first thing you need to learn is how to read the letters, which is the easy bit, really…”

Babbling strode over to her chalkboard and started to draw out the letters they would need to learn.

“Copy this down,” she instructed as she drew, “since it really does help!”

Babbling spent the rest of the lesson teaching the mostly disinterested students how to read and say the various letters that differed between Modern English and Old Norse. The dry content of the class – buoyed slightly but only just by Babbling’s bubbly and casual persona – had Harry itching to get out by the end of the class.

Fortunately, Ancient Runes was the last thing on Harry’s timetable for the day, so when the lesson ended and the students fled, he felt rather free indeed.

“I don’t think I’ll be taking that next year,” Harry said to Millicent and Blaise as they walked away from the class. Theodore, Tracey, and Daphne walked a little behind them, chatting rather a lot more enthusiastically about the Ancient Runes class they’d all just sat through. “‘Here’s all of the cool magic things you can do with runes, but don’t get excited because you won’t be doing any of them’, is basically what she said.”

Blaise snorted.

“I know! It’s bollocks. I already knew I wasn’t taking it next year, but… She is fit, though, isn’t she? So it could be worse.” He paused and glanced at Millicent. “Er, sorry.”

“She is, to be fair,” said Millicent with a little shrug. “I don’t reckon I’ll take it to OWLs, either. Those three must be mad to have enjoyed it,” she said with a little gesture at the three others behind them.

“Got your heart set on Divination, have you?” asked Harry.

“As if!” said Millicent. “I’ll probably take it for the easy O, but the only optional I’m interested in really is Magizoology.”

“Anyway, anyone want to go over that Transfiguration homework we’ve got due after lunch? I know we’ve got the frees and lunch before but… Might as well do it now,” said Daphne.

“Er, nah,” said Harry. “I was going to go do some flying practise before lunch, so…” He shrugged. “And I’ve mostly finished it anyway.”

“I’ll go over the homework with you, Daph,” said Tracey. “I think I messed up a bit in the middle…”

“I’ll come, too,” said Theodore.

“I could use the help,” said Millicent. “You’re good at the writing bits, Daph, but I’m just… not.”

“I’m going to practise jinxes for the duelling,” declared Blaise. “It’s still early but you can’t go wrong with a bit of extra jinxwork, can you?”

The six Slytherins went their separate ways once they reached the Common Room. Harry dropped off his books and other equipment and went to collect his Firebolt from the broom sheds, whereas Blaise slinked off to wherever he planned to practise jinxes, and the others settled down in the study area to do homework.

Harry spent the rest of the morning working on manoeuvres, although the closer it got to lunch, the more he started to just fly for the fun of it. He spotted a few other dedicated flyers out in the air, too – Draco among them on his Nimbus 2001 — but they all mostly kept their distance from each other, using the expansive Hogwarts grounds to their advantage so as not to get in each others’ way

By the time Harry left the air and went to lunch, he was exhausted in the best possible way.

*

Tuesday brought with it the first of the Alchemy lessons.

“Does anyone know where the classroom is?” asked Tracey as the group left the dungeons. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to it.”

“What’s it say on the timetable?” asked Blaise. “I’d have a look on mine but it’s at the bottom of my bag…”

“I’ve got mine in my pocket,” said Daphne. “Hang on.” She pulled the timetable out of her pocket and looked at the room listed under Alchemy. “It’s on the fifth floor.”

“Shit,” said Millicent. “That’s quite far… Reckon we’ll be late?”

“Actually, I think I know a shortcut,” said Harry. “It’s behind this tapestry… come on, I’ll show you.”

As it turned out, Harry’s shortcut got them to the fifth floor in time, and they joined the rest of the combined Slytherin second year class just as the doors to the Alchemy classroom opened.

Oliver Wash, the boy closest to the door, lingered at the entrance.

“Let’s just go,” said Blaise, who nudged Oliver forwards.

That was just about enough to get the rest of the class moving, and second year Slytherin class filtered into the classroom hesitantly, since they hadn’t been called, but it was time for the lesson to start and the door had opened.

Once inside, Harry took the chance to look around. The main part of the classroom resembled the potions laboratories down in the dungeons, although much brighter given the windows and its fifth-floor location, but with a selection of equipment attached to the cauldrons which Harry didn’t recognise – although he thought he’d maybe seen some of the pieces at the museum in Barcelona. Posters with all sorts of arcane equations and diagrams plastered the walls, some of which had animated diagrams, and glass cabinets with strange crystals and other odd curios stood between the windows on one of the walls.

Professor Dee lounged in his chair at the front of the class in front of a blackboard with a complex diagram scrawled across it in chalk. He wore faded brown robes with scorch marks all over them, and as the last of the class had entered the room, he stubbed out the remains of a cigarette into an ashtray on his desk. Once everyone had sat down, in collections of twos and threes at the alchemical workbenches, he gestured lazily at the door and it slammed itself shut.

“So, this is Alchemy. Well, Introduction to, I suppose,” said Professor Dee from his chair without bothering to take the register. “I won’t lie to you: alchemy is hard. Probably the most difficult subject we offer at Hogwarts. I know some of you’ll be thinking, ‘Oh, Professor Dee, what about arithmancy?’ Forget arithmancy. Child’s play. Trust me on this one, because if alchemy were easy, I sure as sh—hell wouldn’t be sat here teaching it to kids with no aptitude or interest.” He produced another long, thin cigarette from a box on his desk and lit it up with a spark from his wand.

“I’d be the richest man in the world with a parade of gorgeous witches and wizards coming in and out of my bedroom on a private island in the tropics because of all that gold I’ve got. I’m talking mountains of gold. Alas, alchemy is hard, and I’m not especially good at it, so I’ve never managed to make a Philosopher’s Stone. The funny thing is, I’m probably still the third best alchemist in the country. After the headmaster and the Grand Philosopher himself, Nicolas Flamel.” He took a long drag of his cigarette and breathed out a cloud of green smoke.

“Of course, Dumbledore’s far too busy and Flamel just doesn’t care enough to teach, so here we are. See, the thing with alchemy is, it’s not just about waving wands or following instructions. You’ve got to… alchemy is transformative, but not just for the things you’re alchemising, right? You have to be prepared to… for…” He shrugged. “So… it’s like how in potions, the process of preparation, or the particular way you stir, or the time at which you do the thing… all of those things are part of the magic. It’s the same in alchemy, but more.” He paused to take another drag of his cigarette and exhaled another cloud of green smoke. “You should have heard people say alchemy is esoteric, yeah? Well, that’s because it is. You should know what that means by now, or else my colleagues have done a bad job with you.”

He paused and looked expectantly at the class. Eventually, Theodore spoke up.

“Professor Flitwick and Professor McGonagall have gone over esoteric symbolisms and other things like that with us, sir,” he said. “Is that what you mean?”

“Close enough,” said Professor Dee. “Similar concepts. Alright. So you’ve got an idea what it means. Great. Hopefully you can extrapolate and synthesise concepts and we can move on without me having to teach you what you should already know. Can anyone tell me what you can do with alchemy? What’s the point of learning it? Why bother at all?”

No one in the class said a thing. Professor Dee didn’t exactly exude an aura of warmth, so Harry wasn’t too surprised.

Harry knew the obvious things – the Great Work of alchemy, the Philosopher’s Stone, allowed its holder to turn lead into gold and create the Elixir of Life. His trip to the museum in Barcelona had hinted at other possibilities, such the Universal Panacea, or any of the Dark applications tried by that mad Spanish witch, but the question felt almost like a trick. But as no one else had offered anything at all, Harry put up his hand.

Professor Dee pointed towards Harry with his cigarette.

“Potter, go.”

“Well… there’s the Philosopher’s Stone to make gold and life-extending potions, but I know only Nicolas Flamel has made that… Er, one of the things alchemists try to do is make the Universal Panacea—like a kind of a potion that can heal any illness.” When Harry finished speaking, Professor Dee simply stared at the class while he continued smoking.

“Well, yeah, those are things you can do with alchemy,” said Professor Dee eventually. “I mean, not you, probably. Or me. Maybe Dumbledore, if he tried really hard. But I meant what sort of things can the average alchemist do? Since I doubt any of you will ever create a Philosopher’s Stone—no offence, it’s just really difficult and none of you strike me as having undiscovered prodigious talent. Anyway, have five points for Slytherin, I suppose.”

After a few moments of silence, Harry saw Daphne put up her hand.

“Yeah. You, girl.”

“Daphne Greengrass, sir,” she said primly. “Alchemists create the surrogacy elixirs, don’t they? So two wizards can have a baby together?”

Professor Dee nodded.

“Yeah, we do. Five points to Slytherin. Stuff like that is the bread and butter of working alchemists these days—not that there are many,” said Professor Dee. “Anyone else?”

Theodore stuck up his hand.

“Go on, then.”

“Because alchemy is its own magical field, some of the rules and laws of other fields don’t apply to alchemy, although the laws governing alchemy do apply,” said Theodore. “So it can offer an advantage over other branches of magic, depending on what you want to do.”

“I wouldn’t have phrased it like that, but you’re not wrong,” said Professor Dee. “Have another five points.” He ground the stub of his cigarette out into his ashtray. “Now, for the lot of you, this is just academic. You won’t be touching an alembic this year, let alone attempting… well. There’s a lot of theory we need to go over before I’d feel comfortable even letting you assist me, or… just don’t think about practical alchemy, not yet. There’s no point. You’ve got to get a good grounding in Colour Theory, you need to be able to solve the alchemical equations, you have to… it’s not just dead metals and solvents. I don’t know that any of you are cut out for it, honestly.”

That idea that no actual alchemy would be done over the whole year disappointed Harry somewhat but hidden within the Professor’s rambling Harry heard tantalising hints and glimpses of something deeper and rather a lot more interesting. Professor Dee seemed like an utterly inappropriate choice for an instructor of anything, let alone the esoteric mysteries of alchemy, but Harry supposed he could only work with what was offered. Harry thought that a combination of the assigned textbook, books in the library, and the more coherent parts of Dee’s lectures would give him a decent enough basis for future studies in alchemy. Dee’s apprentice had obviously managed to get somewhere with it, so Harry thought he could probably do it, too.

Harry listened eagerly to the rest of the lecture, although it went on in much the same way as it had started – cynical statements interspersed with actual insights into alchemy, punctuated by clouds of green smoke and allusions to something much more mystical. When the lesson ended and the students streamed out of the class, Harry found that most of his classmates had been completely unimpressed by the lesson or its content, and didn’t seem to rate the field of alchemy, either.

“Well, that was a waste of time,” declared Blaise as they walked back to the dungeons. “With him as the teacher, why even bother going to lessons?”

“I didn’t think it was that bad,” said Daphne. “He shouldn’t be smoking that in front of us, but he must know what he’s doing or Dumbledore wouldn’t have given him the job.”

“You can’t actually mean that,” said Blaise, aghast. “Dumbledore gives all sorts of nutcases jobs! That doesn’t mean they’re competent.”

“Dumbledore’s not that bad,” said Tracey.

“Well, he hired Quirrell, didn’t he?” said Blaise with a sideways glance at Harry.

“Well, alright,” agreed Tracey. “But apart from Quirrell…”

“The Divination professor is an alcoholic who went mad last year,” pointed out Theodore. “He brought her on, too.”

“Okay, apart from Quirrell and Trelawney,” said Tracey with a shrug.

“And then he’s brought in Mad-Eye fucking Moody to teach Defence,” said Blaise. “Moody, who sees Dark wizards in his cornflakes and drinks from a secret flask.”

“And Hagrid, who hatched and kept an illegal dragon in his wooden house,” added Millicent. “I thought that was really brave, but it was an awfully stupid thing to do, considering. And Dumbledore even gave him a promotion this year.”

“Maybe some of his choices are a bit questionable,” admitted Tracey, “but…” She looked towards Harry, as if appealing to him for a bit of assistance.

“But he’s mostly done a good job staffing the school,” said Harry. “And I do think that Dee knows what he’s on about, sort of, anyway. And whenever people talk about alchemists they always mention Flamel and Dumbledore, so if he’s the next best after them, he can’t be too bad at it, can he? I mean he did say he wasn’t very good and he doesn’t seem like a good teacher, but…” Harry shrugged. “It could be worse—he could be Binns.”

“There might only be three qualified alchemists in the country, Harry,” said Theodore with a wry little grin. “So then he’s the best by default. But fair enough.”

Harry let out a little chuckle.

“Yeah, I mean, maybe.”

The six of them, along with half of the other second year Slytherins, made their way back down through the castle towards the history department, and soon enough the topic of Alchemy was long forgotten.

*

Harry’s last lesson of the day was also his first lesson in Magizoology – the class taught by one of the new teachers and Hagrid the Groundskeeper, who Harry assumed was now some sort of teaching assistant or apprentice. Just before Magizoology Harry and the rest of Viper group had a free, which they’d spent in various different parts of the castle doing a collection of different things. Harry had wanted to go flying but had instead gone to sit in the library to do the newly-assigned Charms homework with his friends.

That meant, however, that the six of them had to trek through the castle and out onto the grounds where the lesson would be held.

“I’m not sure how I feel about lessons next to Forest,” said Theodore once the area where the lesson would be held came into view. “What with the Acromantulas and God only knows what else is in there.”

“They killed and kidnapped those Aurors last year, didn’t they?” said Blaise. “So I don’t fancy our chances…”

“I think it’s alright,” said Tracey hesitantly, “since we’re with the professor and Hagrid. And everyone says Hagrid is like the only person the centaurs and the Acromantulas will let in the Forest, so…”

“The Aurors did go in without Hagrid, as well,” said Harry, “and they were being arseholes.”

“And I don’t think we’ll be going in to the Forest,” said Daphne, “which should be much safer.”

“You lot are babies,” said Millicent. “The Acromantulas only go after you if you invade their territory, same with the centaurs. Even if we do go into the Forest, I bet we’ll stay well away from all of them.”

“I suppose,” said Theodore. “At least the really dangerous stuff will be left until NEWTs…”

When they reached the area in front of the Forest where Professor Grubbly-Plank and Hagrid stood, Harry saw a little hastily constructed paddock filled with animals that looked half like horses and half like birds.

“What was that about leaving the really dangerous stuff until NEWTs?” said Blaise. “Bloody hippogriffs. They say if you look at them funny, they go half-mad.”

“So don’t look at them funny, then,” said Millicent.

“You lot are in for a treat this afternoon,” said Grubbly-Plank after she’d taken the register. “Mr Hagrid here has graciously allowed us to work with the hippogriff herd that he has personally trained over the last few years. Hippogriffs are magnificent creatures, as I’m sure some of you will already know. They can be a bit difficult to handle, but if you all listen and keep your wits about you I’m sure nothing will go wrong.”

“It’s a pity some of us don’t have any wits to start with,” muttered Blaise.

“This is an introduction to the course,” continued Grubbly-Plank, “so don’t think you’ll be getting the like of hippogriffs every week. This year we’ll be covering the very basics, getting an understanding of the different types and varieties of magical creature and their behaviours and how they live. While most of the course will be practical in nature—handling, feeding, maybe even a few hatchings or birthings if we’re lucky—there is a certain amount of theoretical content we have to cover, so do keep that in mind. That being said, I’m not overly fond of parchmentwork myself, so we’ll try to keep it to its absolute minimum! But we thought—myself and Mr Hagrid—that hippogriffs would be a nice introduction to the sorts of creatures we’ll be studying at later parts of the course, for the OWL year and naturally, the NEWTs. You can think of Magizoology as a counterpart to your studies in herbology, if you like,” said Grubbly-Plank. “Magical creatures of all kinds have many, many things of value for wizards—we use their body parts in our wands, potions, and even our clothes! Some magical creatures are intrinsically important to their environments, to the functioning of their ecosystem… and others are simply interesting creatures to study. But for myself, it’s a love of all creatures great and small that got me into it. Whatever the case is for you, I can guarantee it’s worth learning about.”

Professor Grubbly-Plank nodded as if satisfied with herself and her introduction to the course, and then continued.

“Now, I’m going to hand you over to Mr Hagrid for an explanation of how best to interact with the hippogriffs. He is the resident expert on the subject, after all—he certainly has much more practical experience with them than I do, since this herd has been under his care for quite some time! Mr Hagrid, if you please,” said Grubbly-Plank with a little gesture to the large man.

“Alrigh’,” said Hagrid. He moved forward to address the class. “Now, the thing yeh’ve got ter understan’ about hippogriffs is, they’re right proud creatures, and smart enough ter understan’ rudeness. Some people don’ believe it, but they know what yer sayin’ to ‘em. An’ believe you me, yeh don’t want a full-grown hippogriff ter get angry at yeh—those claws are right sharp!” He gave out a little chuckle. “Now, all’s yeh need ter do ter show an hippogriff yeh respect ‘em is do a little bow, like this,” said Hagrid. He did an awkward little bow as a demonstration, then looked out across the class. “Any of yer willin’ ter try a bow?”

Nobody seemed eager to stand in front of the hippogriffs and bow, and Harry certainly didn’t feel like offering himself up. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Hagrid – he felt sure that the giant man knew what he was doing – but rather that exposing the back of his neck to such a creature felt like an inherently bad idea.

In the end, Millicent put herself forward.

“I’ll do it,” she said.

“Very good, Miss Bulstrode!” said Grubbly-Plank. “Now, be sure to follow Mr Hagrid’s directions exactly and we shouldn’t have a problem!”

Millicent nodded and joined Hagrid near the paddock fence.

“We’ll get yeh sorted with Buckbeak,” Hagrid said as he opened the gate and directed Millicent inside. “’E’s a good lad, is our Buckbeak, but remember what I said—always show respect ter an hippogriff. Now, bow to ‘im, and when ‘e bows back, yeh can pet ‘im, all nice like.”

Hagrid led a particular hippogriff away from the rest of the herd and towards Millicent. The large animal seemed utterly unimpressed by what he found in front of him, and he barely even looked at Millicent. To her credit, Millicent stepped forward immediately and gave a deep bow to the hippogriff. Eventually, Buckbeak returned the bow and Millicent rose, then laid her hand on the animal’s neck.

“Oh, well done indeed,” said Grubbly-Plank. “Five points to Slytherin, Miss Bulstrode! Yes, that is a remarkable example of how to earn the respect of a hippogriff. Now if we were at NEWT level, I’d have you ride them next, but I do think a simple interaction like this one is the better idea for students at your level, I’m afraid.”

“Say thanks to ‘im,” said Hagrid, “then yeh can back out of the paddock slowly.”

Millicent followed his instructions and left the paddock.

“Who’s next?” asked Hagrid. “Groups of three now. Don’t be shy!” He glanced towards Grubbly-Plank for confirmation, then brought students into the paddock in groups of three.

Harry entered it with Blaise and Theodore about half-way through the lesson, after a few other groups had managed to interact with the hippogriffs without incident. Harry felt much better about bowing to one, and although he did still think it was a bonkers idea, he could accept that it was simply what one did if one wanted to interact with a hippogriff.

Harry was given a mare named ‘Snowfeather’, a name Harry assumed referred to her bright white feathers. The large creature seemed friendly enough, although no less proud than any of the other hippogriffs in the herd. She refused to look directly at Harry, instead gazing at a point above his head and behind him some distance away, at least when she wasn’t picking bugs out of her feathers with her sharp beak.

Once in front of Snowfeather, Harry dropped into a bow and waited what seemed like an eternity for the hippogriff to return it. When she did, he grinned widely to himself and stroked her neck. Hippogriffs were magnificent creatures, and Harry thought it was probably worth it going through the rigmarole to get close to them… although he couldn’t say he’d be willing to do it particularly often.

After everyone had been given a chance to greet a hippogriff – although not everyone had taken it — Hagrid and Professor Grubbly-Plank went through some explanations of where and how hippogriffs ordinarily lived in the wild. Harry found the content interesting enough, although it was difficult to take notes without a desk or a table in front of him. By the end of the lesson Harry felt like Magizoology would be a good class to end Tuesdays on – at least in the summer while the weather was still fine. He thought the novelty of outdoor classes would wear off in the rainier, colder months still to come, but that was a problem for another day.

At the end of the lesson, as the second year Slytherins made the trek from the Magizoology area back to the castle, the mood amongst Harry’s friends at least was better than it had been going out.

“That was brilliant,” said Millicent. “I know they said we won’t get stuff like that every week, but it was pretty cool getting up close to a hippogriff.”

“It could have been much worse,” said Theodore, and Harry thought that was probably as close to an agreement with Millicent about Magizoology that Theodore would ever reach. “Grubbly-Plank seems to know what she’s on about and—I can’t believe I’m saying this—so does Hagrid. If she can keep him from fetching dragons or nundus or whatever other ridiculous creatures he thinks are cuddly to lessons, it won’t be a total waste of time.”

“I don’t reckon they could get a permit for a nundu,” said Millicent. Harry thought she sounded disappointed, which was mad even though it would be quite in character for Millicent.

“At least both of them have still got all their body parts,” said Blaise. “That’s a point in their favour, as loath as I am to admit it. Kettleburn was meant to be missing fingers, a foot, half of one of his legs… Say what you want about Hagrid—and I’ve said a fair bit myself—at least he’s still got all his fingers.”
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Harry slipped into his new routine for the year quite easily. Lessons went by as they always did, and after the introductory lessons in each of the new subjects, Harry felt like none of them would overly complicate his plans for the year. He had to work to fit homework into his schedule, but thankfully Daphne and Theodore both kept on top of homework and usually managed to persuade their friends to join them in the library to get it done. Over the first fortnight of term even Harry managed to keep up with his flying practise, although he did wonder when he would find time to get to grips with duelling.

In the end, that was decided for him, as one evening at dinner Dumbledore made some eagerly awaited announcements.

“Professor Flitwick would like all of this year’s prospective duellists to know that duelling sessions will be held every Wednesday and Friday evening before dinner in the Great Hall,” said Dumbledore at the end of dinner on the third Tuesday of term. “You are of course required to bring with you your wands, and you should wear a sport robe or other appropriate attire, and spectators will not be allowed entry to the Great Hall.” Dumbledore paused for a few moments and then continued.

“Additionally, Madam Hooch wants all of this year’s flyers to be aware that the first round of qualifying events will be held at this weekend. All students who have signed up during the sign up period should meet at ten o’clock in front of the Quidditch Pitch on Saturday morning. For those of you who progress on the Saturday, your presence will also be required on the Sunday. I am told that spectators will be allowed to watch the flying, but I shall reiterate that this is not the case for the duelling. That is all.”

Dumbledore left the Head Table in a swirl of purple robes, and the waiting students burst into activity as they left the Hall, too.

“I wonder what spells we’ll have to know for the duelling,” said Blaise as the second year Slytherins walked back to the dungeons. “Flitwick must know all the usual circuit spells, but I can’t imagine we’ll be able to do most of them…”

“I looked up the rules used by the European Duelling Society’s Junior Circuit last week,” said Theodore, “and they use a modified and restricted version of the normal spell roster. So he’ll have us go over those, I expect—it shouldn’t be that hard since there’s a category for people our age.”

“Flitwick knows what he’s doing,” said Harry, “so I’m not too worried about that part. He’s good at teaching spells so we’ll probably pick them up easy enough. I’m more worried about the flying—I’m up against basically all of the Quidditch players and they’ve got loads more experience than I have.”

“You’ve got a Firebolt, Harry,” said Blaise dismissively. “The only way you’ll lose is if you don’t compete.”

“Only in the frees,” said Harry. “And for the standards the Ministry’s sent up a bunch of Nimbus 2000s, so we’re all on even footing there. It’d be embarrassing to win the frees because of my broom and then lose when it’s fair…”

Blaise considered it and then nodded.

“That would be rough,” he said. “You’ll be fine, though, I’m sure.”

“Yeah, well,” Harry said. “We’ll see at the weekend.”

“I’m just looking forward to taking part,” said Daphne. “I know I’m not going through to the proper duelling competition with the other schools but it’s a good experience, isn’t it?” She paused. “And we have to see if we like it, I suppose—Daddy always says what matters is if we try.”

Tracey nodded along in agreement.

“I’m just happy we get to have a go at it,” said Tracey. “I’ve never done anything like that before and it’s a good opportunity even if we don’t get through! Oh, but we’ll definitely be coming to cheer you on in the flying, won’t we?” Tracey added.

“Definitely,” said Theodore.

“Of course we will!” said Daphne.

“Er, thanks, guys,” mumbled Harry. He felt glad that his friends would be there, but of course he did worry a little that they’d be there to watch him lose. Still, the support was nice, and at least he wasn’t competing against any of his actual friends from Slytherin in the competition. There was Draco, and several of the others from Adder group, but he didn’t really count those.

“Lineage,” said Millicent once they reached the Common Room entrance. Discussion of the Pariturium and the Aerobaticum – along with the Gauntlet itself – occupied everyone’s evening right up until it was time to go to bed.

Harry even fell asleep while thinking about it, which led to some very unusual dreams involving broom-back duels.

The next day, Harry couldn’t wait to get started with duelling practise, although he did have to sit through three lessons – two doubles and a single – beforehand. The last lesson of the day, a double with Flitwick, got a little bit derailed by questions involving the duelling session later on in the evening, but eventually the diminutive professor managed to get it back on track with a firm refusal to discuss things further. When it was finally time to attend the duelling session in the Great Hall, Harry and those of his friends and Housemates who had signed up for the duelling made their way into the Great Hall from the dungeons for the first session.

As far as Harry could tell, practically the entire school – with the exception of the first years, who hadn’t been allowed – had signed up for the duelling competition. Such unlikely candidates as Pansy had come to the session, which Harry thought was an awful idea, but essentially everyone in the castle had decided to come and have a go, and Harry supposed Pansy couldn’t have been the absolute worst of them. It was probably fair enough, as unlike the Aerobaticum, the Pariturium’s only real barrier to entry was being able to hold and point a wand.

The Great Hall had been cleared of all five tables, and the raised platform on which the Head Table usually sat had been moved to the middle of the cavernous room to serve as a duelling stage. Professor Flitwick stood in the middle of it, along with a scowling Professor Snape. The students filled in the space around the stage, clustered in little groups.

“Alright, alright,” shouted Flitwick after the doors to the Great Hall had closed, “settle down! Now, there are rather a lot of you here this evening, and we have quite a lot of things to discuss and all before dinner, so please, give me your undivided attention! Tonight, we will commence the Duelling Club and begin preparations for the Pariturium, the duelling tournament which forms one of the three parts of the Triwizard Tournament. Unfortunately, the roster we are allowed to put forward for the duelling tournament itself is quite a lot smaller than the number of students we have here tonight, and so we will be holding a qualifying tournament of our own to select the very best students for progression to the official tournament.”

That announcement caused a ripple of murmurs to ring out across the Hall, as people realised that it would be a lot more difficult to secure a position in the contest than they’d thought. Harry wasn’t overly worried – he had confidence in his abilities, scant and untested as they were. After all, if he was up against people like Pansy, it really was no contest.

“First things first – there will be two qualification categories in the contest proper,” continued Flitwick, “which are the Novice category and the Junior category. To be clear, second and third year students comprise the Novice set, and fourth and fifth year students the Junior set; first year students are not allowed to compete, as you will all know. Any first years who managed to sneak in this evening should quietly leave after the end of my introduction, although I am quite sure there are none here. There will be, technically, two categories of competition in each set—second years will face second years in the Pariturium proper, and so on—but for our purposes we shall have Novices compete with all other Novices and Juniors compete with all other Juniors. The final number of students allowed in the Pariturium has not been decided, but I should think it is not more than ten—or ten pairs in the doubles event—competitors.”

Flitwick paused for a moment and tapped his chin in thought.

“Ah! Tonight we shan’t be doing any proper duelling, but instead we will go over the correct form and manner to initiate a duel and we might if there is time start work on some of the most basic spells used on the Junior Circuit. They should be easy enough for you all to pick up, if you have kept up to date with your studies thus far—even for you second years! Now, if you would, please separate into Novice and Junior categories right now—Novices at the far end of the Hall near the doors, and Juniors at the opposite end, please!”

Flitwick waited for the students in the Hall, mixed up and scattered throughout as they were, to sort themselves out into Novice and Junior sets. It took a while. Eventually, however, the aspirant duellists had arranged themselves into the two sets at opposite ends of the Hall, and Flitwick continued.

“Excellent, excellent,” he said. “Now, for today’s session I shall be focusing my attention on the Novices, and Professor Snape shall see to the Juniors. At our next session on Friday we shall swap over. Juniors, I shall now hand you over to Professor Snape—and remember, do be mindful that he has graciously donated his time and experience to us this evening—and Novices, please get ready to begin!”

Harry couldn’t help but take a little look at what the Junior set was doing with Snape since it had to be more interesting that what the Novices would get, although once Flitwick started talking again, he managed to look away.

“Now then, and I know this is the most boring part of the whole endeavour,” said Flitwick, “but we must comply with the rules and regulations or everything else shall be completely pointless for us to learn! So, we shall first get to grips with etiquette and form. A proper, league or tournament sanctioned duel will always begin with a bow, like so.” Flitwick dropped into a bow which would have made a hippogriff pleased as a demonstration. “This is key—promising duellists have been disbarred from competitions for not following the proper form. So, everyone give it a little try right now, don’t be shy.”

Harry bowed, although he did feel a little bit silly bowing to nothing in the Great Hall. At least he had good company, as all the other Novices and the Juniors, although Snape hadn’t been quite so nice about it, were doing the same thing.

“Good, good,” said Flitwick. “Once the duel has been initiated with a bow, we must always wait to be counted in—the duel of course begins after the count of ‘one’! If you have a particularly generous referee, starting early will not result in a forfeit—but one mustn’t rely on this! A key theme in duelling at all levels is that of vigilance! One must always be aware of one’s surroundings, and this is as key at the beginning of the duel as it is in its middle! At the Novitiate level the spell roster is rather restricted, and there are several preferred starter sets which are commonly used in competitions which have arisen as a natural result of the restricted roster. The specific list of spells which are allowed in the Triwizard Tournament’s Pariturium has yet to be formally announced, but I am confident it should not deviate from that which is in use for the Novice European Circuit. In one moment I shall demonstrate the two most common sets.”

Flitwick turned away from the Novice students and conjured a target dummy.

“Watch carefully!” he directed the students. He moved through a set of three spells whose motions and even incantations seemed to flow together nicely, the ends of one spelling forming the beginnings of the next. Flitwick paused. “Now for the second set.”

Flitwick moved through the second set of spells – three entirely different spells with a completely different cadence – and as far as Harry could tell, the set worked in much the same way as the first: the spells had been chosen so that their wand movements and their incantations complemented one another such that the transition from one spell to the next was smooth and easy.

“Sets like these I have just demonstrated form the basis of Circuit duelling at all levels,” said Flitwick after he had finished. “Now, it is important to understand that the utility of spell sets such as these is rather limited outside of formal duelling scenarios, and one should not rely entirely on them even at the Novice level. At the higher levels—beginning in the Juniors—spell sets are much easier to put together, as they do not rely on vocal incantations. However, learning how to execute—and recognise—the most common of these at all levels can mean the difference between a loss and a win in many instances.”

Harry saw one of the third year Gryffindors stick up a hand.

“Yes?” asked Flitwick.

“Is that how you won the European Championship, Professor?” she asked.

“Ah, well. I certainly used several spell sets in my Championship duel—including a rather fine example of Hutnik’s Sequence even if I do say so myself—but I wouldn’t like to say their use is how I won the Championship,” said Flitwick. “Instead—and I say this as modestly as it is possible to say—I was simply the better duellist in that match. I had to rely on all the key skills required by duellists to win, such as the aforementioned vigilance, my natural quick wit, and a quite good sense of situational awareness. A rigid and unwavering reliance on spell sets—no matter how well executed—usually works to the detriment of a duellist, especially at the higher levels of competition. At the Novice level it is a tactic that can work, but in the longer term, it does not do to rely on this. Indeed, it is much better to be situationally adaptive and fluid in one’s strategy, even at the Novice level of competition.”

Harry nodded along at the explanation. All of that made perfect sense to him, although whether Harry himself would be able to put Flitwick’s words into practice he couldn’t say. Flitwick had given him a lot to think about, however, and Harry scribbled down a note to himself to go scour the library’s archives for transcripts of the Flitwick’s Championship duels. At the very least, Harry felt like it should be a good a read.

 “Now, the first spell I want to introduce to you all isn’t flashy or exciting, but it is a very useful little charm indeed!” said Flitwick. “The Disarming Charm—which is very appropriately named, of course—can be used to disarm one’s opponent during a duel. It does not simply function against someone holding a wand, but instead will work to make its target drop whatever he or she is holding! So, a useful little charm indeed! Watch as I disarm this poor target dummy!”

Flitwick pointed his wand at the dummy and said the incantation to the charm, loudly and slowly enough for everyone to hear it.

“Expelliarmus!” 

The target dummy, which had been holding a stick in one of its hands, dropped it as soon as the spell connected with it.

Harry frowned. If there was a charm that could do that, why then did anyone bother using anything else? He put his hand up to ask.

“Yes, Mr Potter?”

“Erm, I was just wondering, Professor—if there’s a spell that can make your opponent drop their wand, why does anyone ever use anything else? Is it just easy to block, or is there some reason…”

“Ah, yes, well,” said Flitwick. “In a sport duelling context, there are points awarded for style and form and innovation, of course, which means that one must always be looking to use a wide variety of spells and in an interesting manner—simple use of the Disarming Charm does not win many points! But outside of that context the Disarming Charm is not fool proof. It can be resisted, depending on several factors, and it can be blocked with a powerful enough Shield Charm or a physical barrier. Indeed, if anyone wishes to find an excellent example of a real wizards’ duel in which the full array of tactics and techniques was used, look no further than the oft mythologised but still quite true duel between such legendary personages as Merlin and Morgana! There are several academic—but first-hand and quite accurate—accounts of that duel in the library, should any of you be interested in further study. Does that answer your question, Mr Potter?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, sir.” Having to think about his style and his form, and whether or not he’d been innovative – whatever that meant in the context of a formal sport duel – during the duel as well as having to learn and execute the spells seemed like quite a large task to Harry. He supposed that was why wizards considered duelling to be an elite sport, but even so, it felt like rather a lot of things for a Novice to be getting on with.

“Alas we don’t have quite enough time this evening to begin our practise with the Disarming Charm, as there are still several other bits and pieces I would like to introduce to you all before our next session on Friday,” said Flitwick, “so for now, it is sufficient that we all understand the utility of the Disarming Charm—and its limitations, of course! Now, the next thing…”

Harry listened closely to Flitwick’s explanations over the rest of the session.

“Now, for our last little bit I want you all to try out some basic jinxes on one another. Nothing serious and nothing that will last, but something small to give you all a taste of what it means to be in a duel! So to start with I want you to separate into pairs and practise a Tickling Charm on one another. Quickly now, we’ve not got much time left!” Flitwick tapped the duelling stage with his wand and it expanded to fill much of the remaining space in the Hall. “When you’ve chosen your partner climb up onto the stage and we’ll get started right away!”

Harry shuffled along the scant space remaining in the Hall and chose Theodore as his partner. Harry – along with everyone else – climbed up onto the stage.

“Do you want to go first?” Harry offered Theodore as they took a little space on the stage to themselves. Harry didn’t mind going last, and it was just Tickling Charms, anyway.

“Okay,” Theodore said. “How do you want to do it? Shall I say or shall I just… you know… cast the spell?”

Harry shrugged.

“Go on, just do it. I’m ready whenever.”

Harry gripped his wand and braced for Theodore’s Tickling Charm.

“Rictusempra!”

The spell struck Harry right around the ribs and rippled up and down his torso. Theodore hadn’t cast a particularly forceful charm; it was a light tickling feeling over Harry’s ribs and up through the rest of his body. Not quite enough to make him laugh, even – although he did wriggle a bit.

“Oh, I fluffed it,” complained Theodore. “And it’s an easy one, too… Well, never mind.” He cast a lazy General Counterspell over Harry and the tickling stopped.

“It did tickle a bit,” Harry said. “My turn—get ready.”

Harry stepped forward and cast the Tickling Charm with a sharp jab of his wand.

Immediately Theodore started to writhe, and after a few moments under the spell let out a raucous laugh the like of which Harry had never heard from Theodore before.

“S-st-stop!” Theodore managed eventually. “P-please, I don’t—”

“Finite Incantatem,” said Harry quickly.

Harry let Theodore catch his breath before they started over.

This kind of public display isn’t really his thing anyway, Harry thought.

“Do you want to go again?” Harry asked after a few moments.

“Not really,” Theodore said sourly. “But I will.”

They spent a few more minutes sending Tickling Charms at one another, and after his first fumble Theodore did improve. A bit, anyway.

“Well, I think now is a good time to stop,” Flitwick declared after a while. “That was wonderful work, everyone! Now, that wasn’t a real duel, but hopefully it was a good introduction to what it feels like to stand in front of an opponent. At our next session on Friday we’ll go into it a bit more, but for now, I just want you all to have a good hard think on what you’ve seen here about whether duelling is something you’d like to continue with. But that was brilliant work and you should all be happy!”

After Flitwick had sent everyone away and the second year Slytherins were headed back to the Common Room to get ready for dinner, Harry felt energised rather than tired after a long day of lessons and then right into the duelling session.

“That was brilliant!” Harry declared.

“Could have done with some more actual duelling,” said Blaise, “but yeah, it was good. Flitwick knows how to sell duelling, that’s for certain.”

“It seems like there’s a lot to keep up with in a duel,” said Daphne. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to manage, honestly… I’m much better after I’ve had time to think about things.”

“It’s only the first session, though,” said Tracey, “so keep at it! I think we’re all a bit overwhelmed right now, but after a few weeks I bet all of us will be much better at it!”

“I think so too,” said Harry. “And at least we’ve got time to practise before the other schools get here!”

Daphne went pale – or rather, paler – at the mention of the other schools.

“Oh, don’t, Harry!” she said. “Can you imagine just making a complete arse of yourself in front of the Beauxbatons lot? I’d have to move to Australia! I’d be so embarrassed I might even die!”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” said Blaise. “I’m sure you could get away with Egypt instead.”

*

The rest of the week passed Harry by without incident, not even in Defence with the new Professor’s clumsy Metamorphmagus assistant or in Divination with Trelawney, and with Friday evening came the second of the scheduled duelling sessions – and the session Harry had been looking forward to the most.

They would attempt to actually duel. Well, they would be practising the Disarming Charm and several other minor jinxes on each other after performing a formal duelling bow, which was close enough in Harry’s opinion to count. Certainly it was a lot closer than practising Tickling Charms on each other.

“Snape was rough with the Juniors last time,” said Theodore as they walked into the Great Hall for the second duelling session. “I wonder if he’ll be a bit more gentle with us…”

Harry shrugged.

“Probably not—I mean, it’s Snape,” he said. “But it shouldn’t matter too much since we’re not really duelling…”

The Great Hall was almost as full as it had been on the Wednesday session, although some students had evidently chosen not to continue with the Duelling Club after the introductory session. The crowd was just a little bit thinner as far as Harry could see – although perhaps the Hall itself had grown bigger for the evening, as it was wont to do. Harry assumed in any case that some students would quit after that evening’s session, once they realised what duelling actually entailed – he definitely didn’t fancy Pansy’s chances at staying much longer, at any rate.

The House tables, and the dais on which the Head Table sat, had all been removed and replaced with the long duelling stage once again, although this time it was wider and longer than it had been before, even after Flitwick had enlarged it. A dozen or so target dummies had been placed along it at even intervals, with Snape stood menacingly between them at one end of the platform.

“Novices, by me,” directed Snape to the waiting Novices. Students from the other Houses lingered as if waiting for the second and third year Slytherins to fill the space right next to the platform instead, which they did. Harry didn’t mind being closer to Snape, not really. While the man wasn’t ever pleasant, Slytherins usually had an easier time with him than any of the other Houses, at least in public, and it meant he had a better view of the stage, anyway.

“What the Junior category does with Professor Flitwick is none of your concern this evening,” he barked once the students had arranged themselves to his liking. “I want—need—your complete and undivided attention for what we are about to do, so you are to look at me, Weasley and Finnegan, and not at the other end of the Hall!”

After having properly chastised the Gryffindor second years for their inattention, Snape launched into a summation of several of the things Flitwick had talked about during the previous session, focusing mainly on the Disarming Charm. None of it was new information for Harry, so he stood still and tried to look as if he was listening intently.

When Snape had finished, he pointed at a few third years and called them up to the stage.

“We shall need some volunteers to demonstrate the Disarming Charm,” Snape said. “Belby and… McClaggen, and … Chang and Bell.”

None of the chosen students made any movements until Snape called them again.

“Well? We don’t have all evening!” he snapped.

The four students made their way to the duelling stage and stood awkwardly in front of all the other Novices.

“You four are all at the point in your studies where you should be easily able to cast the Disarming Charm,” said Snape once they were all in place. “Even without prior experience. First, disarm the dummies. Then if you are successful we shall see how you fare with a living target. McClaggen, you may go first.”

McClaggen, one of the larger Gryffindors in the year above, and one Harry had never really had any cause to interact with, took out his wand and lumbered towards one of the target dummies.

“Expelliarmus,” said McClaggen, his wand pointed right at the target dummy. Nothing happened, which caused a rippling murmur of laughter to go throughout the other Novices. McClaggen didn’t seem to notice, as he instead tried the spell again, and this time the target dummy dropped its stick.

Better late than never, Harry thought.

“Belby, you may go next.”

Snape had the other ‘volunteers’ try out the Disarming Charm on the dummies, and once all of them had managed it, he had them try it out on each other. After several attempts – each – at disarming one another, the four students eventually managed to make each other drop their wands.

“Good,” said Snape once they had finished. “Now for the next set.” He called up another lot of students to practise on the dummies, a mixture of second and third years this time, and had them repeat the exact same exercise as the first four. Several of the students managed to hold onto their wands despite being hit with the spell, which Harry found interesting.

Flitwick had said at the previous session the Disarming Charm didn’t always work, but Harry hadn’t expected to see an example of that so soon in the year. By the time it got around to Harry, he felt glad that he’d got the chance to watch others do it first. That, and the fact that he’d spent a few hours reading up on the Disarming Charm after lessons, made Harry feel reasonably confident that he could manage it.

“Potter and Thomas next,” called Snape once the previous group had performed to his satisfaction. “And then Greengrass and Granger, with… hm. Boot and Macmillan, and Bones and Turpin.”

Harry made his way to the stage right away, not wanting to earn the ire of the grouchy and intolerant Potions professor in front of basically the whole school. It seemed like the others had the same idea, as they were all soon stood on the stage in front of dummies of their own.

“Demonstrate the charm, Potter,” directed Snape. “Be quick about it.”

Harry didn’t need to be told twice. He pointed his wand directly at the target dummy and cast the spell. The dummy dropped its stick to the stage.

If I couldn’t manage it on a bloody inanimate dummy I’d have no chance against a real wizard, Harry thought. Still, he couldn’t help but smile at his success.

Snape didn’t bother to note Harry’s success. Instead, he called on Thomas to try the spell, too. The other boy managed it on his second try, and then he too was switched out in favour of the next student. Harry didn’t quite understand why Snape was having them do it one-by-one and in front of everyone else, since it seemed like it increased the pressure and made it much more embarrassing to get it wrong.

Although that’s probably the point, Harry realised after further thought.

Once the others in his group had successfully demonstrated the spell. the only one having any trouble at all, really, being Lisa Turpin, Snape had them face off against one another.

Harry got matched against Thomas as the first of the demonstrations. The goal was to be the first to disarm the other, at least for the first go, which Harry thought was doable.

“After the count of one, begin,” said Snape. “Three… two… one!”

As fast as he could Harry whipped his wand around and cast the Disarming Charm at Thomas – although Thomas attempted the same. Twin jets of scarlet light shot from the ends of the two boys’ wands and passed each other mid-air. Fortunately, Harry was much faster than the other boy, and Thomas dropped his wand to the ground and swore. His spell went wide and missed Harry completely.

“Good,” said Snape. “Next, Potter, you will allow Thomas to attempt to disarm you.”

Harry nodded grudgingly. It felt wrong to just stand there and let someone else deprive him of his wand on purpose. But that was the whole exercise, so he waited for Thomas to pick up his wand and try out the spell. Harry didn’t intend to give his wand up easily, though, since if he could manage to keep hold of it after being hit with the spell, that seemed like it would be fair enough.

Harry watched as Thomas levelled his wand at him and cast the Disarming Charm. Harry felt it hit, felt a twitch in his hand like he was about to drop his wand, almost like he wanted to… and yet he didn’t. He refused, and his wand stayed put, clenched in his fist. Harry grinned.

“You may attempt the Charm on someone else, Thomas,” said Snape. “Potter, switch with Boot.”

Harry moved away and allowed Thomas and Boot to go through the demonstration again. Once they were done, Snape quickly cycled through everyone else waiting to give the Disarming Charm a go. For the final bit of the session Snape himself demonstrated how to link the Disarming Charm with several other minor jinxes which should allow the disarmament of someone who’d resisted the Charm first off. To Harry’s disappointment, the session ended before the students could try out any of it. Still, as he walked back to the dungeons with his Slytherin friends, he felt like the session had gone really well.

“That was great,” said Harry. “Still not enough real duelling but I suppose that will come later…”

“Great for you, maybe,” said Blaise. “I can do the spell easily,” he complained, “but my wand just won’t stay in my hand when I get hit with it… How can I get on the competition if I can’t keep my bloody wand in my hand?”

“I thought boys were meant to be really good at keeping their wands in hand,” said Millicent with a snigger.

“Oh, ha ha,” said Blaise. “I’m serious, though—it’s all well and good being able to fire off spells, which I’m good at by the way, but you have to have your wand to cast.”

“Maybe you just need more practise,” said Theodore. “I couldn’t resist the spell, either, mind.  Most people couldn’t—you were there, you saw. In a real duel you can move about a bit, anyway, so it’s not just standing around getting hit with spells.”

“I don’t know if I’ll keep coming,” said Daphne. “It’s a bit boring, standing about watching people do spells and then when I finally got a chance to join in, I just dropped my wand.”

“Oh, keep at it until we get started properly,” advised Tracey. “I think it’ll be loads more fun then! And then if you do give up, you can say you gave it your all.”

“Mm, maybe,” said Daphne. “I’ll see how I feel next week. At least it’s the weekend now and we can just relax!”

“Maybe you lot can relax,” said Harry, “but Hooch said it’s the first round of flying qualifiers this weekend, so I’ll be up in the air for most if it.”

“Ooh, I nearly forgot about that!” said Tracey. “We’ll be there to watch you, won’t we, everyone?”

Theodore nodded at the suggestion, while Blaise made a non-committal grunt.

“I’ll come, too,” said Millicent. “How about it, Daph?”

“Well, I do have a new summer robe I’ve been dying to wear out, so maybe…” said Daphne.

“Nice one, guys,” said Harry with a big grin. He felt better knowing that there would be people watching him at the weekend – and it added just that little bit of extra incentive to do well, too.
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Harry got up especially early on the Saturday morning so he could sneak off and have a little breakfast by himself, without anyone watching him or talking to him about the upcoming flying qualification event. They all meant well, but it was annoying. It didn’t work, however, as Draco had had much the same idea.

“Just my luck,” muttered Harry as he saw Draco sat at the table. The Hall, and the Slytherin table, was mostly empty at the awfully early hour, so Harry didn’t have any other options for someone to sit with. He certainly couldn’t sit alone as that would be an obvious insult to Draco. So Harry sat down next to Draco. “Morning,” he said once he’d sat down.

“Good morning, Harry,” said Draco after a few moments. “I hope you’re ready for the flying later on, because I’ve been practising.”

Although Draco’s entire line of conversation had been exactly what Harry had wanted to avoid by coming to breakfast early, it wasn’t as though he could just ignore it now that it had happened. So grudgingly, Harry thought about what to say.

“I reckon I’ll be fine,” he said. “It will be a bit different riding a Nimbus instead of the Firebolt, but it shouldn’t be too hard to adapt. I’ve had a bit of time up in the air since we got back and I think I’m ready enough for the racing, at least. Of course, the hazard flying is a bit different…”

The barest hint of a frown started to appear across Draco’s face at the mention of Harry’s Firebolt, but it disappeared within moments. That Harry had a Firebolt, and Draco didn’t, was a sore subject for Draco – Theodore had told Harry that Lucius Malfoy had tried to jump the queue for one over the summer but hadn’t been allowed due to the massive backlog. The official retailer was only prepared to sell to professional clients, and the manufacturer was a single wizard and his apprentices, so he’d had no joy there either.

Harry – or rather, Sirius – had just about sneaked in with his order the previous year, before all the professional League teams made the switch. It shouldn’t matter for the standardised competition, since everyone would be flying on a regulation Nimbus, but in the frees, the Firebolt would give Harry a major advantage over anyone with an older broom.

“The standardised races are where the real skill will show, of course,” said Draco. “There’s no relying on an equipment advantage there, it’s purely down to the skill and talent of the rider.”

Harry didn’t disagree with Draco’s assessment, although he knew it was meant to be a little jibe. Harry nodded along and nibbled at his toast.

“Mm,” Harry said. “I don’t disagree. Still, I bet some of the others will have brooms just as good as mine—the Firebolt isn’t the only top-tier sport broom about, after all. Honestly it’s the hazard flying that will be the real challenge. Racing is just racing.” It was a bland and true enough statement that Draco couldn’t have anything to disagree with, which was always a win in Harry’s view. The pureblood boy could have been a professional contrarian, if he hadn’t been set to inherit the Malfoy millions.

“It’s not something we can practise easily, either,” said Draco. “Bludgers, maybe—I’ve got a professional quality ball set at home that I use, of course, so I’m no stranger to those—but it’s not quite the same as what they’ll throw at us.”

Harry ignored the little jab at his muggle family.

“Do you think they’ll give us a better way of practising once we’ve qualified?” Harry asked instead. It was something he’d wondered since his bit of research on hazard flying after the announcement.

“If they want a winner from Hogwarts, they’d be stupid not to,” said Draco. “Although, given the state of the place generally I wouldn’t be surprised if they just left us to our own devices.”

Although Harry’s first instinct was to disagree, on balance he thought Draco might not be entirely wrong. Hogwarts staff did tend to have a rather ‘sink or swim’ attitude at times. He rather hoped that given the Triwizard Tournament’s international nature, the teachers had reassessed, at least for that year.

“I’m sure Hooch will sort something out,” Harry said. “Today’s just the initial qualifiers though, isn’t it? So I don’t think we should expect anything too harsh.”

“Probably just bludgers, yeah,” said Draco. He finished up with his cereal and pushed his bowl away. “Well, I’m finished here. See you at the qualifiers later then, Harry.”

“Yeah, see you later,” said Harry.

He watched as Draco got up and left, then went back to his own breakfast in the relative peace of the early morning Great Hall. That had been far from the least unpleasant interaction Harry had ever had with Draco, and the other boy even seemed a bit more normal than he had in the summer.

Slowly, Harry’s friends trickled into the Hall for breakfast, and by the time Harry was done eating, everyone else had gathered around him, and he was stuck. And of course, the flying qualifiers were the only thing anyone wanted to talk about, at least to Harry.

“Ready for later, Harry?” asked Tracey. “I’m sure you’ll smash it, no matter what!”

“I’ve done all the preparations I can do, now,” said Harry. “It should be enough to get through to the next round today, anyway—even if I am up against all the Quidditch players.”

As far as Harry knew, all of the regular Quidditch players from last year, save those who had left school, had signed up for the flying competitions. It made sense, since they wouldn’t have Quidditch to play that year, but it also made the fight for a place in the real competition later in the year that much more difficult for Harry. 

“And I’m a little bit worried about flying on a Nimbus,” Harry added quietly, “since I’m more used to how effortless the Firebolt is. But, that feels like kind of a silly thing to complain about…”

“I wouldn’t feel too bad about that,” said Blaise. “It isn’t your fault you’re stinking rich, is it?” he said with a grin.

“It was a present,” protested Harry. “I would have bought myself a Nimbus 2001, otherwise.”

“What time does the qualifier start, Harry?” asked Theodore. “Looks like some people are already going down to the pitch.”

Harry glanced around the Hall and saw that some of his fellow competitors had already left the Hall.

“Ten, so there’s still a bit of time left,” he said with a look at his watch. “Although I should probably get going, as well. See you there?”

“Obviously!” said Tracey. “We’ll be there.”

“Yeah, see you later, Harry,” said Theodore. “Good luck, not that you need luck.”

“Nice one, guys,” said Harry. He got up from the table and left the Hall, and headed for the Quidditch Pitch out on the grounds. When Harry arrived at the Pitch, he could see maybe a dozen or so other early arrivals milling about in little pairs and little groups. He spotted Ernie stood with a few other Hufflepuffs including Justin and Susan, so he headed that way.

“Morning, Harry,” said Ernie once Harry had reached them.

“It’s good to see you, Harry,” said Susan. “We’ve not really had a chance to say hello properly this year, have we? Even Herbology’s been a slog and it’s not even Christmas yet!”

“Morning all,” said Harry. “The teachers have been crazy so far,” agreed Harry. “I reckon this Triwizard malarkey’s got the teachers all in a snit, and that’s why they’re pushing so hard this year. Can’t imagine they want to look bad in front of the foreign schools.”

“I reckon that’s the right of it,” said Justin. “I suppose you can’t really blame them—it’s the first one in a very long time, and with Hogwarts hosting, they must want to put up a good fight.”

“Are all three of you competing?” asked Harry. He didn’t know whether either Susan or Justin were competent flyers, but he supposed anything was possible.

Justin shook his head.

“No, no—don’t have the experience with it,” he said. “Maybe if the Tournament had been held in a couple of years, but I only learned to fly last year, and I haven’t actually got on a broom since we stopped lessons.”

“We just came to support Ernie! But we’ve both signed up for the duelling instead,” said Susan. “And Miss Evergloam said the Charms Club will be doing something this year so I’m hoping to be included there.”

Harry remembered seeing all three of them at the duelling, of course. It seemed like almost everyone who was allowed to sign up for that had, although Harry expected the numbers to dwindle a bit as it got harder. Still, he hoped he would get to face off against his friends in a duel. That seemed like a good bit of fun.

“Hopefully we’ll face each other in the duelling qualifiers, then,” Harry said with a grin.

Ernie pulled a face.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, mate, but I really hope not! I don’t fancy my chances against you, honestly,” Ernie said. “Not after that trick you pulled with Thomas.” Justin nodded along with him.

“Well, I’ll give it a go,” said Susan. “It’s like Snape said, if you can wear down your opponent and win the most points, it doesn’t matter if you can’t get the Disarming Charm to work.” Then she smirked. “And there’s more than one way to make someone drop their wand.”

Harry could well believe she knew them, too. Susan Bones had more than a little streak of devious cunning hidden behind that warm and placid façade, and Harry knew she was prepared to use it.

“I’ll bear that in mind,” said Harry.

Madam Hooch arrived just then at the head of a strange procession of long, thin wooden boxes which floated behind her – presumably the brooms sent up by the Ministry for the competition. In one of her hands Hooch carried her own broom, and in the other, a box Harry recognised as the special one which contained the bludgers.

She stopped abruptly when she saw that a few dozen students were already waiting for her.

“Alright, spectators can head on into the stands,” she said. “The first few events are spectator-friendly, but you’ll have to leave at the end of the day so don’t get too comfortable. For the rest of you, I’m going to sort you into cohorts before we begin. The cohort you get placed into today will be your cohort for every qualifying event held today except for the second and third round of speed racing qualifiers. These cohorts will not be the same for any event held tomorrow, or indeed, next week as the qualifiers continue.”

“Ooh, good luck, the both of you!” said Susan to Harry and Ernie. “We’ll be watching from the stands!”

“Yeah, good luck,” said Justin as the two of them left for the Pitch interior.

Hooch started to sort the students into groups of ten. Some of the groups she left unfilled, presumably waiting for students who had yet to arrive at the Quidditch Pitch. Hooch made fast work of it, although she did frequently get interrupted by students who thought poorly of others in their group, and by the occasional group of spectators arriving to watch.

Harry spared a few moments to give his friends from Slytherin a wave as they arrived and entered the stands but returned to scoping out his competition immediately after.

As best as he could tell, Hooch had tried to group flyers of similar skill together, although most groups had some very mismatched flyers in them as far as Harry could see. Harry had thought that Hooch would have wanted to group similarly skilled flyers together, but he supposed she knew what she was doing. Several of the groups of students contained one or more Quidditch players, although not usually those from the same House team. Harry wasn’t surprised at all to see that the Quidditch players formed, in his estimation, the core of several of the most skilled groups of ten on the field.

Of course, Hooch had to account for the fact that everyone would be flying a regulation broom, which changed things a little, but in the main Harry thought all of her choices made perfect sense.

“Macmillan, you’re to go here,” directed Hooch, “while Belby, I want you in that group over there. Spinnet, you’re in this one, and Diggory, you’re to go over there…”

“Potter, go stand over in that group,” said Hooch eventually, pointing to a group of four others who had already been placed into their cohort. He recognised a couple of them and wouldn’t have really rated them as flyer – one of them was Seamus Finnegan – but he didn’t complain. He reminded himself that Hooch had to know what she was doing, and that even though he’d been stuck in a group with at least one poor flyer, that didn’t mean she didn’t rate his skills.

And, although it was a rather uncharitable and unsportsmanlike thing to think, Harry thought that it would at least mean an easier qualification for him, too. He’d prefer a proper fight for a place, but in the end the real competition would be against all the students from Durmstrang and Beauxbatons.

Once all the aspirant flyers had arrived and been sorted into their cohorts for the qualifiers, all twenty or so groups of them, Hooch made an announcement.

“Now that we’re all present and accounted for,” said Hooch, “we can get right on with the day’s work. Now, I’m going to be taking you into the Pitch in your groups of ten to run the first round of speed racing qualifiers. Once inside you will be given a Nimbus 2000 from the boxes you’ve no doubt seen floating behind me all morning. Each broom is brand new and, I should say, perfectly attuned for what we’ll be doing today, so I shall hear no complaints about broom quality—I’ve checked them myself, and if that’s not enough for you, we’ve had the professionals in from each of the four National teams to give them a once over, too. From each cohort only two individuals will progress to the next round of speed racing qualifiers.”

At that, a murmur of discontent rang out through the gathered students. Harry could see why – only two from each group sounded a little stingy. But then, there were quite a lot of people gathered in front of the Pitch, and not that many spaces in the competition, so it made sense.

“Any questions?” asked Hooch. Then she paused before continuing. “Questions not about the number of students able to progress to the second round of speed racing qualifiers, of course.”

Nobody had a question which was allowed to be asked and so Hooch led the first group away to qualify. Harry felt a little disappointed that he wouldn’t get to watch his competition fly in their own qualifiers, but he supposed he would get a chance to fly against any of the good ones, assuming he managed to qualify himself.

From a glance around at the roughly two hundred students attempting to gain a place in the speed racing, Harry thought he stood a very good chance. It was just a matter of waiting for his turn to fly.

“So, you any good on broom, Potter?” asked one of the others in his group – a fourth year Ravenclaw Harry knew by sight but not by name, who had been talking with Montague just moments before.

Harry shrugged.

“I’m not a very experienced flyer,” he said carefully. Some things were better kept close to the chest, after all. “I enjoy it, though.”

“I heard you live muggle in the summers,” said another of the upper years. “So no brooms or nothing. Hoping your fame will grab you a spot, eh?”

“It’s true that I live with my muggle family during the summer, but I was planning on trying out for Quidditch this year anyway,” said Harry, although he did wonder where people were getting all this information about him. Was there some sort of ‘Harry Potter newsletter’ doing the rounds? He supposed it could just be down to the normal ebb and flow of rumours throughout the school, especially since everyone already knew his name and a basic collection of things about him, and he hadn’t ever been secretive about the fact that he lived with his muggle family. Still, it was always a bit unnerving.

“I don’t recognise either of you from Quidditch,” Harry said instead, “so I can’t imagine you’re big flyers either.”

Finnegan sniggered a little, at least until the Ravenclaw fourth year shot him a dirty look. Montague barked out a laugh, complete with a snort.

“Yeah, well, we’ll see in a bit, won’t we,” said the Ravenclaw before he turned away to chat with some of the others in the group.

“I saw you fly last year, you know,” said Finnegan once the older students had grouped up away from the two of them. “You were good, ‘specially for someone who’d never touched a broom before, so I wouldn’t pay them no mind.”

“Er, thanks,” said Harry. “To be honest, I wasn’t going to—people say all sorts of things when you’re—er—well…” He had been going say ‘a public figure’ but stopped himself when he realised how that would come across. Still, all sorts of people did say ridiculous things to him all of the time, so it was true even if it made him sound a bit of a ponce. “People say all sorts of things to me, so I’m used to it.”

“Must be mental sometimes, being ‘Harry Potter’,” said Finnegan. “Er, no offence, I mean.”

“Well, you’re not wrong,” muttered Harry. With the ice broken, the two boys kept up a little conversation until, after a few more cohorts went into the qualifiers, it was finally their turn to fly.

Hooch came back out at the end of every qualifying race to call in the next set of flyers, and when it was finally time for Harry to fly, he found that he didn’t even feel nervous. That did change once Hooch walked them all through to the Pitch enclosure and handed each of them a brand-new Nimbus 2000.

Harry ran his hands of the polished shaft of the broom and hefted it to get its balance. It felt different in his hand to his Firebolt – heavier, and with a slightly different weighting – but at its core a sport broom was a sport broom, so the difference wasn’t massive. Still, Harry knew the technical specifications of both the Firebolt and the Nimbus 2000 almost as well as he knew the alphabet, and it was like night and day. Having become so used to the superior handling, speed, and quality of the Firebolt, Harry worried that he’d overcompensate or even underestimate the Nimbus 2000’s capabilities.

Still, with the broom in his hand, Harry walked out onto the pitch to fly competitively in front of a crowd for the first time. The stands were packed a little fuller than Harry had thought they would be for the first round of qualifiers. Although not quite as packed as for the Quidditch matches the pitch usually hosted, a fair portion of the school population had decided to attend. Perhaps that wasn’t so odd, considering that there would be no Quidditch this year and this was essentially the beginning of the Triwizard Tournament at least as far as the flying was concerned.

It was louder than Harry had thought it would be, a low buzz of indistinct noise.

“Alright, form a line along here,” said Hooch, pointing to a long white line that had been painted on the grass. “Speed racing is simple—the simplest thing we’ll be doing today, which is why we’re getting it over with first of all. At the whistle, I want you to kick off and do laps around the pitch. You can see the markers all set up, floating in place. What you’re going to want to do is pass through each of the markers. If you miss one, you will have time added. They will move around, so do pay attention. The markers are all big enough for all ten of you to fit through at once, so I shan’t be listening to any complaints about that. This is as fair a test of your skill on a broom as we can devise given the circumstances, as you all have exactly the same equipment. Questions?”

“How do we know which marker to go through? They’re all shuffled about and moving,” asked one of the fifth year girls in the group.

“The markers each have numbers above and below them,” said Hooch. “They’re ordered from one to thirty, naturally, and when you pass the final marker, you’ll begin back at the first. Understood?”

Harry nodded along with everyone else. It did seem simple enough. He’d thought it would be more a simple race— first one to the finish line, that sort of thing – but he supposed this sort of set up was more traditional for wizard races. He put the low murmur of the crowd, watching above the stands, out of his mind and instead gazed at the markers to get a better idea of the course. The fifth year had been right: they were set up a little higgledy-piggledy, with some sharp corners and more than one set of markers mismatched in height, but Harry knew that the Nimbus 2000 was a good enough broom to handle them.  Assuming its rider was up to snuff, of course.

With a bit more understanding of what they had to do, Harry felt quite certain that his main competition within his own cohort was Montague. He was a Chaser for the Slytherin team, and a flyer quite used to tricky manoeuvres.

“Now then, brooms down, then up after the whistle for kick off as quick as you can. You’ve all got a spell timing you, so don’t worry about that. Three laps, then land back where you all started. And remember—good luck and have fun!”

Hooch waited for the students to place their brooms on the ground, and then counted down to one, before she blew the whistle she always kept around her neck.

In an instant Harry had his broom back in his hand. He shot up into the air and guided his broom towards the first marker, feeling the rush and the exhilaration of magical flight. The first marker hovered lazily in the sky, swaying gently from side to side. Harry pointed his broom at it. He was aware of his competitors in the sky around him, but most of them he left behind soon after ascending.

The difference in skill was already clear to Harry. Finnegan was right at the back of the pack, evidently struggling to get the most out of his broom. Some of the others had been delayed kicking off and were still lagging behind.

Harry wrenched his attention away from what the slower flyers were doing and instead locked his eyes on the upcoming marker. There wasn’t a pattern to how the markers moved. Some jerked side to side quickly, and others spun around at a steady pace. The problem was, they’d been arranged so that the flyers had to make difficult manoeuvres to navigate them. He was keenly aware of Montague flying in a tight arc towards the marker, pushing every last bit of speed and manoeuvrability out of the Nimbus.

Harry kept an eye on the large Chaser and directed his broom forwards. He clung low to his broom and passed through the first marker, Montague right beside him, and then made a sharp turn to the left to pass through the second. With the Nimbus not quite as responsive as Harry’s Firebolt, Harry lost precious seconds around each corner.

Still, at least Finnegan and a few of the others trailed behind.

I’ll have to watch that, Harry thought. If he treated the Nimbus like the Firebolt, he’d fail to qualify.

Montague flew closer and closer towards Harry, coming almost too close for comfort. Thankfully, Harry had attended Slytherin Quidditch team training sessions the previous year, and he knew Montague’s tricks: he wanted Harry to panic and veer off, giving Montague space. If Harry didn’t, Montague would go so far as to ram him – it was his favourite tactic to remove an opposing Chaser from play. Perhaps that was an illegal move in racing – Harry didn’t know – but he didn’t want to risk it, either.

So instead, Harry moved his broom closer towards Montague, and inched it ever closer as they competed to be first through the next set of markers. He didn’t quite know what his endgame was – he didn’t have the bulk to ram Montague – but he felt like giving in would be the wrong move. He kept pace with Montague, and with the fourth-year Ravenclaw boy, through the next few markers, until Montague pulled away due to Harry’s distraction causing a near-miss of a marker.

Harry dove down towards the next marker, marker twelve, mindful that any missed marker would add time to his laps. Instead, he tried to find the shortest possible route between the markers to make up for lost time. Markers thirteen and fourteen orbited one another, trading places every few seconds, although they fortunately didn’t move up and down or side to side. Montague passed through them easily, leaving Harry behind.

Harry simply wouldn’t – couldn’t – countenance dropping out of the competition at the very first event. He took a chance and cut across the flight path of two of the other flyers in an attempt to make them brake, then shot up after Montague and the next marker. He shot through the next series of markers and caught up to Montague after the set after that. By then, both of them had managed a complete lap, and started the course again.

Montague’s too fast around those corners, Harry thought as he watched Montague speed away on his second lap.

The second lap felt much easier for Harry. He knew the twists and turns, and that one particularly difficult ascent from an especially low-lying marker that liked to spin around, so he gained precious seconds simply from knowing where he was supposed to go. That was good. Montague remained, however, just ahead of him – but still tantalisingly close. Harry reckoned he could catch up by the end of the third lap, but only if he really pushed the Nimbus to the very edge of its capacities.

Before that, however, he had to shake that Ravenclaw off his tail. Rather infuriatingly, the older boy was about a single broom’s length behind Harry and seemed to be closing in. Far too close for comfort but not so close Harry wanted to take his attention off Montague.

Harry pulled the Nimbus in, making a tight arc around to the next of the markers. He dipped down, then up once more, then shot through that one marker close to where the Quidditch goal hoops usually were. The roar of the crowd was a distant thing, something he could hear but didn’t really register, especially as he came towards the last set of spinning, zigzagging markers.

With two laps finished, and most of the third behind him, Harry knew he had only a few more moments to lose the Ravenclaw behind him. He’d accepted Montague would just edge out the win – the older boy was much more used to flying, especially on a Nimbus, and was in front of him besides – but Harry was nonetheless determined to qualify.

The problem was, so was the fourth-year Ravenclaw. He’d made good time and come up quite close to Harry and had even started to copy Montague’s technique. He came dangerously close to Harry’s broom, close enough Harry worried that he’d clip the tail twigs and send Harry off course. Well, Harry wasn’t going to have that – he dropped into a quick dive before coming up sharply right in front of the Ravenclaw, then slipped through the next marker before it spun around.

Harry’s little feint worked – the Ravenclaw had to pull into a stiff brake that lost him time and allowed Harry enough space to stop worrying about him. Instead, he turned his attention back to Montague, who was almost finished with the course.

Harry slipped through the next set of markers with ease, but by that time Montague had finished all three laps and was coming down to land back where they’d all started. Harry pushed the broom forwards to join him only a few seconds later, which was enough to win him a place in the next round of speed racing qualifiers. Not as impressive as an outright first place, but at least he hadn’t missed a single marker.

Only once he’d landed and dismounted from his broom did Harry realise just quite how loud the crowd was. He couldn’t pick out any specific words, but he could feel the rhythm of the cheering, and it awakened something primal inside him.

This was what he wanted to hear. It was a far cry from the masses at the Quidditch World Cup, but it was a start.

“Nice one, Potter,” said Montague once Harry had joined him. “D’you hit any markers on the way around? I didn’t.”

Harry shook his head.

“Nah, just about managed not to hit any of them. So I think we both qualified.”

“Hope so,” said the large Chaser.

The fourth year Ravenclaw was next to finish, and then the rest of the cohort finished in quick succession. Soon enough everyone had landed back where they’d begun, and Hooch was nodding to herself.

“Well, that was a good flight from all of you, but in the end, only two of you could qualify and I think you all know who it is—Montague finished fastest, and then Potter. I’ve got the exact times if you’d like to compare them, but it won’t change anything. Now, several of you did hit markers on the way around, which has added time to your scores, but as none of you managed to finish before Potter or Montague that’s irrelevant as far as the competition goes,” said Hooch. “Those of you who aren’t attending other qualifiers this afternoon can go, if you like, or go sit in the stands—it’s up to you—but as I recall all of you here are signed up for other events. Do remember to leave your brooms where you found them, please. I don’t have time to go running about looking for you. Now, for Potter and Montague, stay back just a moment while I explain what comes next.”

Hooch dismissed the other students, all of whom looked as disappointed as Harry imagined he would have been after a failure to qualify, and then turned towards Harry and Montague.

“Good flying, the both of you. Perhaps a little aggressive for a racing bout, but, well, there we are,” said Hooch. “We have you both signed up for other events, so you’ll be wanting to stick around for the duration today, unless you’ve reconsidered. The second round of speed racing qualifiers won’t be held until next week, so you’ve both got a little time to rest and work on your technique before then. And again—good work to the both of you! Some of those corners were devilishly hard, and you both managed them easily! Now, I’ve got to say, it will get more difficult from here on, especially in the hazard racing, but I’m sure you can both manage.”

“Thanks, Madam Hooch,” said Harry. “Are we allowed to go sit in the stands as well? My friends are there watching, already, and I’d like to watch the other qualifiers…”

“Yes, yes, of course, Potter,” said Hooch. “Well, best be on with you both—I’ve got a lot of work to do and a limited amount of time to do it!”

Harry nodded and walked away from the pitch with Montague. They both headed towards the stands, although as their friends were sat in different parts of the pitch enclosure, they parted ways early on.

Harry pushed his way through the crowd of spectating students in search of his friends. Justin and Susan were sat at the far end of the stands Harry currently searched through, but he was looking for his fellow second year Slytherins just then. He saw them sat amongst a cluster of other Slytherins and hastened towards them.

“Oh my God!” said Tracey once he’d reached them. “That was brilliant! Do you know if you got through?”

Theodore and Blaise moved aside and carved Harry out a space on the benches.

“I got through,” Harry confirmed. “Only two from each group can go through though, which is a bit harsh I thought.”

“I didn’t realise you were that good at flying,” muttered Blaise. “I thought it would be much tighter than that. No offence. God, you were only a bit behind Montague and he’s been flying for years!”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” said Harry with a grin. “I’m through to round two of the speed racing qualifiers, anyway. There’s still a load of other events to go today, and next week at least apparently. Hooch made out that she’s going to be busy for the foreseeable.”

“Well, you did very well, Harry,” said Daphne, “so you should be really pleased.”

“So what’s left for today, then?” asked Tracey. “Is it just more speed racing or will you be flying again today? Can we stay and watch?”

Harry shrugged.

“It’s the speed racing until all the groups are through, then I heard someone say we’ll be doing relays and sprints. I’m here all day, I think, but if you lot want to go, I don’t mind,” Harry said, although he did hope his friends chose to stay. It was nice knowing someone was sat in the stands cheering for him.

“Of course we’ll stay! Don’t be silly,” said Tracey. “And it’s not like we’ve got anything else to do, is it? I mean there’s always homework, but…”

“Oh, but we could get ahead of that Arithmancy essay Vector set us,” said Daphne. “I’m not saying that’s what we should do instead, Harry, but… well, you know what I mean.”

“Thanks, Daph. Your support is much appreciated,” Harry said. “I hope I can count on you to be this enthusiastic when I’m flying in the real competition!”

Daphne pulled a face, and Harry laughed. By then Hooch had led the next group onto the pitch, and Harry settled in to watch the rest of the qualifiers. They went largely how he expected them to: dominated mainly but not entirely by the Quidditch players, with a decent smattering of unknown challengers sneaking through to the second round.

Harry was pleased when Ernie just managed to snag a place in the second round from his qualifier, although Harry did think that the group overall had been poor. Still, a win was a win and he was pleased for his friend. Ernie could always put in a bit more practise after hours to get up to scratch.

It was well into the afternoon by the time Harry got to fly again – after a quick lunch break – although he jumped at the opportunity. Hooch had them attempt relay races in the cohorts she’d sorted them into earlier that morning – unfortunately, as a closed practise after sending away all the watching students. It felt a bit dull flying without the crowd watching, at least after that morning’s excitement, but Harry soon found a nice rhythm and got lost in the flying. Hooch kept them at it until it was dangerously close to dinner, and by then Harry was glad to get the chance to eat.

After a day full of flying, food and rest were the only things on Harry’s mind.
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Over the few weeks left in September, and in the run up to October and Hallowe’en, Harry – as much as was possible, anyway – ignored his lessons in favour of near-religious flying and duelling practise. He attended each lesson and did his homework dutifully, of course, but all his spare time Harry dedicated to improving his wandwork and broom handling.

It was a habit mirrored by many of his peers, both in and out of his own House, and even by students in the upper years. Of course, many of the upper years – third and fifth years especially – had Ministry exams to sit at the end of the year, so they were perhaps not quite as consumed by Triwizard practise as the others. Still, it was becoming increasingly difficult to find anywhere good to fly that wasn’t already swarming with students looking to do the same thing.

Even out of the way places within the castle were filled with students working on their wand handling – in direct contravention of several school rules. The teachers by and large turned a blind eye to it so long as nobody caused damage to the castle or themselves, as although students weren’t technically supposed to be using magic in out of the way bits of the castle without supervision, everyone wanted Hogwarts to do well in the competition.

The Hufflepuffs, as they usually did, mostly trained together and in quite large groups, which meant they took up most of the larger disused rooms in the castle. The Gryffindors and Ravenclaws were much more varied in their haunts, but the Gryffindors at least seemed not to mind practising right out in the middle of everyone – on the lawns in front of the castle, or at the side of the lake, or in one particularly bold example, the library. That hadn’t lasted long before Madam Pince banned the culprits for the foreseeable future, but that they’d even tried was impressive to Harry.

True to form, most of the Slytherins had snuck away to find secret spaces to practise their duelling alone, in pairs, or at most, threes. Most chose out-of-the-way alcoves in the dungeons, forgotten passageways on more or less empty floors or dusty old towers that hadn’t seen a living soul in centuries. Harry himself had found a disused dungeon chamber in the lower recesses of the castle, although he did worry that it was too close to someone else’s hidden training area, as he kept hearing whispers and snatches of sentences in the lulls of his own training.

“So hungry…” Harry heard as he rested in between attempts to pull off the trickier of the spell sequences Flitwick and Snape had drilled them in. “Must wait…”

“God, you’d think whoever it was down there would be quieter so no one else found their spot,” muttered Harry to himself. What was the point of a secret training place if whoever used it shouted loud enough for someone else to hear?

He’d considered asking one of his friends to come train with him, especially in light of the pairs duelling, but he hadn’t been able to decide which of them to ask. Ernie would probably be inundated with offers from his friends in Hufflepuff, and that was if they hadn’t already sorted themselves into pairs – which meant Justin and Susan would likely be unavailable, too. Harry had thought about asking Theodore, who was great at picking up spells quickly, but the other boy sometimes froze mid-duel and that seemed like a bad idea for a doubles partner. Blaise had been more promising, but he refused to practise with anyone and probably wouldn’t even try out for the doubles.

As Harry had expected Daphne – along with a load of others, in fairness – had given up on the duelling just after the sessions started to get more difficult, so he couldn’t ask her. Millicent had lasted a bit longer, but she too had quit. That left Tracey, who had been surprisingly good in Harry’s view, but who was – like Blaise – very secretive about her practises and whom Harry had barely seen over the past week outside of lessons.

So all of that led to Harry practising his duelling alone in the dungeons after lessons, whenever he wasn’t at a flying session, at least. He’d chosen a disused dungeon room that had a couple of chairs and some desks in but was otherwise empty.

Harry got up from his chair – an old, scruffy thing that looked and felt like it had been stashed away for a least a century – to go over the spell sequence a few more times before dinner.

The trickiest part for Harry was the Mirror Charm, a neat little spell Flitwick said could be used to reflect some of the minor jinxes used in Novice duels. The lack of a partner was only a small inconvenience to practising that particular charm, fortunately, as although it could reflect spells, Harry could tell whether he’d got it right because the wand gave off a bright little sparkle after the spell was correctly cast.

The trouble was, Harry couldn’t quite manage it correctly. He’d excelled with the Stinging Jinx, the Knockback Hex, and even the Tap-Dancing Jinx during sessions, but found the less offensive spells much more difficult.

Harry moved through the spell sequence again, miming each of the spells as there wasn’t any point using them against nothing, and when it came time to slip in the Mirror Charm he cast it – badly. Harry’s wand gave out a sad little fizzle of magical energy and he knew he’d failed to cast the charm properly. Cast like that in a duel, at best it would fail to reflect the incoming jinx, and at worst it would do something utterly bizarre.

‘Remember Wizard Baruffio’, thought Harry, as Flitwick always said. But even that didn’t help him cast the spell properly.

Harry groaned in frustration.

“I know I’ve got the incantation right,” he complained to himself, “so why won’t it just… Argh! This is bollocks!”

Harry knew he had the timing, the words, and even the movements perfectly correct. Flitwick had assured him of it during their last session. He even knew how to manoeuvre his wand just so to get it into the right place for a reflection. He’d practised over and over again until it was practically automatic. The issue seemed to be with Harry’s frame of mind since the spell had a mental component.

According to Flitwick, the spell needed a clear mind, and evidently, Harry’s mind was not clear.

“I will get it right,” Harry muttered.

“Need to eat…” Harry heard that other student, somewhere in the dungeons near to him, complain. Well, that was something Harry could relate to, as dinner was right around the corner and moving through all the spell sequences quickly and repeatedly was hungry work.

“I do wish he’d just shut up, though,” said Harry. He’d thought about going to have a look for whoever else was in the dungeons – maybe Blaise, although it didn’t sound like him – and giving them a talking to about how loud they were being. What was the point of coming all the way down into the bowels of the castle to practise in secret if they were just going to telegraph their location by shouting all the bloody time? He hadn’t, of course, since it might very well be an upper year, some of whom were known to use quite nasty spells on lower years who got in their way and Harry didn’t much fancy a trip to the Hospital Wing late on a school night.

Instead, Harry gathered up his things and made his way back up through the dungeons to the Common Room to get ready for dinner.

*

As October dawned Harry found himself very busy indeed. Homework was completed in group study sessions during their free periods. That had been the easiest, most pain-free, way of getting all the necessary work done, and it was one endorsed by the teachers, even. That left his evenings and weekends free. Not for recreation, but for gruelling sessions of flying and duelling practise.

Tuesdays and Fridays were reserved, as they had been for a few weeks already, for the Duelling Club and its preparations for the Pariturium. On the first Tuesday in October Harry, along with those of his friends still committed to participation in the duelling competition, made their way to the Great Hall for that evening’s practise dressed in their sport robes, wands at the ready.

“We’ll be starting to really duel soon,” said Tracey as the four of them walked towards the Hall from the dungeons. “It’s so exciting! I can’t wait.”

“We’ve already started duelling,” said Theodore.

“No, I mean really duelling,” said Tracey. “We’ve just been doing, you know, choreographed and guided stuff so far. ‘Do this’, then ‘do that’. I heard one of the Juniors saying that Flitwick wants to see how we’ve learned so far, so he can choose our team for the competition, so I’m sure he’ll have us doing proper duels next.”

Blaise nodded along with Tracey.

“I’ll bet he wants to know who’s going through, just so he can start training us properly,” Blaise said. “The Tournament starts on Hallowe’en, doesn’t it? So we’ve not got very long now.”

Theodore considered it.

“Well, that does make sense… I hope there’s still enough time to practise, though. I’m not convinced I’ll get through at this rate…” he said.

“Well, you did drop your wand in that last demonstration against that Bell girl,” said Blaise, “so you do need to get better sharpish.”

Privately, Harry agreed with that assessment. If Theodore wanted to get through, he’d need to work on… well, quite a lot of things. It didn’t seem especially likely at his current rate of progress.

“She hit my hand with the Stinging Jinx,” muttered Theodore.

Blaise shrugged.

“That’s what the Mirror Charm is for.”

“I know what it’s for,” snapped Theodore in a rare display of annoyance. “But doing it in the duel is harder than it sounds…”

“Yeah, well, don’t get shirty with me because you can’t figure it out,” said Blaise.

By then they’d reached the Great Hall, which cut off the argument before it began. The duelling stage had been placed in the middle of the Hall as usual, although the Hall itself was nowhere near as full as it had been during the start of the sessions. More than half of the people who’d signed up for the Duelling Club initially had quit.

The target dummies that had been a feature of the last few sessions were absent at this week’s session, although both Flitwick and Snape were stood on the stage as usual. The much smaller crowd of Club members gathered around the stage in two halves to wait for the beginning of the session.

They didn’t have to wait long.

“Now, then,” said Flitwick once the doors to the Hall had closed themselves after all the attendees had arrived. “We have eight more Club sessions until the Tournament begins—including this session, of course!—and so we must begin to move very quickly if we are to present any sort of decent competition for our foreign colleagues. We must start duelling in earnest if we are to be ready by Hallowe’en!” Flitwick rubbed his hands together. “To that end the next few sessions shall consist not of preparation and training, as they have previously, but of actual duelling in accordance with Circuit rules.”

At that announcement an enthusiastic murmur ran out through the assembled students as they realised the very thing they’d been waiting for since the start of term had arrived – real duels. Well, duels according to the Circuit’s rules and regulations for Juniors and Novices, which was close enough for Harry.

“Naturally, Professor Snape and I will be watching all of the duels keenly as we try to put together a good roster for the duelling competition—and I should say that our choices must be finalised prior to the arrival of the delegations from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang, so the very last Friday session at the absolute latest is when we shall make our decisions. We shall have a selection of duels today and on Friday from volunteers in both categories, but after this week’s sessions we shall be holding a little internal tournament—two for each of the groups, in fact—which shall help us both to understand the capabilities of all you hopefuls. The first of our tournaments will be singles, but now would be a good time to consider your partners for the paired competition—if you wish to participate, of course. But for now, I shall be taking volunteers from the Novices to duel today, and Professor Snape shall take volunteers from the Juniors. Let us begin!”

Flitwick moved to the edge of the stage to take volunteers. Not very many put themselves forwards at first, so Harry elbowed his way through the people in his way and put his name down for the duels that day. Unsurprisingly, Blaise followed him, and so did Tracey. After that Flitwick was swarmed with Novices wanting to duel, and Harry wondered if he would even get the opportunity to duel that evening.

Unfortunately, Snape called up Cedric Diggory and a fifth year Gryffindor girl named Oleander Thompson to do the first of the duels. Harry put his disappointment to the back of mind to watch the Juniors in their duel.

Snape counted the Juniors in and after perfunctory bows, the duel was on.

Diggory started the duel off strong. He lunged forward and moved his wand through one of the tricky sequences the Juniors had been learning – a set of spells Harry hadn’t yet and wouldn’t encounter for a while in his own studies – but each of them faded away to nothing as they crashed into Thompson’s Shield Charm.

She hadn’t even had to move to block Diggory’s spells. It was a pity the Shield Charm was banned for the Novices.

Thomspon didn’t wait around after that. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and then responded with a flurry of spells of her own, including one which made Diggory jump out of the way. Harry made a note to go over the list of spells Flitwick had given the Juniors at some point, since even though he couldn’t use most of them in his own duels, they seemed like good things to know about. The Shield Charm seemed like a powerful spell, an excellent all-rounder useful outside of sport duelling – but most of the others Harry didn’t recognise at all.

As Diggory struggled to retain his balance Thompson started with another sequence, but Diggory righted himself before she got going with it.

Diggory conjured a small flock of swarming birds next and sent them right at Thompson. The squawking, squalling birds swarmed around Thompson, pecking and flapping.

Harry watched Thompson struggle to vanish the conjured birds and saw merit in the technique. It allowed Diggory to drop into a quick, smooth spell sequence that meant Thompson had to decide between vanishing birds and defending herself from the barrage of spells sent by Diggory.

We do start basic conjuration this year, Harry thought as he watched. Perhaps he could manage something similar…

But the birds, along with Diggory’s spells, bounced off Thompson’s Shield Charm. With an irritated flick of her wand, Thompson vanished the birds, then hit back at Diggory with a flurry of hexes.

Immediately Diggory conjured a solid barrier which shattered under the impact of Thompson’s spells. Harry wondered why he hadn’t used a Shield Charm, opting instead for a much more complex solution, but before he could spend any time to identify Thompson’s hexes, Diggory moved again.

Diggory cast several spells in quick succession, moving from each spell to the next with smooth, fluid movements. Harry could only recognise a couple of them – the Stickfast Hex and a stunner – as Diggory had moved to silent casting.

Thompson threw up a quick Shield Charm which absorbed the hit of the stunner but broke after the last of Diggory’s spells hit it. With Thompson momentarily staggered by Diggory’s onslaught, Diggory took the chance to disarm the fifth year Gryffindor girl, and her wand dropped to the duelling stage floor.

“Oho! Excellent, excellent,” said Flitwick. “This bout goes to Diggory. Take ten points for Hufflepuff—and Gryffindor—for that wonderful display of duelling prowess,” he said as he clapped. “Don’t you agree, Professor Snape? A round of applause, please!”

“An adequate display,” said Snape. “Although perhaps not quite as ambitious as would be necessary in the Pariturium.”

The other students in the Hall clapped for Diggory and Thompson as the pair descended from the duelling stage. The duel had been good, at least in Harry’s opinion. Not especially long, no, and maybe not as ambitious as Snape would have liked, but Harry felt like it was a decent example of the kind of things the Juniors were up to. It did also give him a few ideas for the Novice level duels, if he could pull off any of them, at least.

“Some of you might have noticed Miss Thompson’s use of the Nudging Charm,” continued Flitwick. “The Nudging Charm can bypass the Shield Charm because it is not technically a jinx—it is so inoffensive that the Shield Charm does not cover it! It has almost no use outside of formal Circuit duelling, but within that context it is a marvellous little spell because it forces your opponent to make a choice: get hit by the Nudging Charm, and award your opponent points, or move out of the way and interrupt your flow. Now of course, there are much nastier spells that the ordinary Shield Charm cannot protect from, but those have no place within any reputable duelling Circuit and so we shall not discuss them here. I am told that Professor Moody will be discussing them with you this year, in any case, so you shall not want for an opportunity to learn. Mr Diggory showed us a nice example of how transfiguration may be used during a duel—I would ask you all to think more on this, and other more unorthodox methods, as we move on. Of course keeping in mind the rules and regulations of the Circuit!” Flitwick paused. “Next, a duel from the Novices, I should think. We shall have Mr Potter against Miss Bones.”

That announcement gave Harry reason to pause.

He had a vague idea of what he would do during the duel: try to use the spell sequences he’d drilled endlessly and try to avoid having to use the Mirror Charm. Of course, some old duellist had said, according to Flitwick, that any plan which survived the start of a duel was a bad plan, so Harry knew he ought to be a bit more flexible.


  And it’s only the first go at it.


Harry walked up the steps to the duelling stage with Susan and then stood a few paces away from her.

“Always remember to bow!” directed Flitwick. “After the count of one…”

Harry got into place with his wand in hand, then waited for the duel to begin. He dropped into an awkward bow to Susan and then waited for Flitwick to count down to the start of the duel.

As soon as Flitwick finished the count Harry made his move. He fired off a Stinging Jinx, Knockback Hex, and a Tap-Dancing Jinx in quick succession, fast enough that Susan hadn’t begun to cast yet. Almost as if it was no effort at all, Susan deflected his jinxes with two well-placed Mirror Charms, although she did have to sidestep his Knockback Hex.

Susan responded immediately. She dropped into an offensive stance and jabbed her wand into a Pimple Jinx which she blended smoothly into a Full-Body Bind. Harry lowered his wand and jumped out of the way of Susan’s spells, keenly aware of his difficulties with the Mirror Charm. Harry briefly considered a bit of conjuration, but the only thing he could manage was a bit of water, and that not especially well. Instead, Harry used a variation on the wand-lighting charm paired with a nifty little sonic boom he’d found at the back of an old charms book to create an ersatz flashbang grenade.

The end of Harry’s wand flashed with a great white light that lit up the Great Hall, followed by the whoosh of a sonic boom.

Harry’s trick worked, and Susan staggered backwards shielding her eyes with her forearm. Harry pressed his advantage with a minor variation of his most practised spell sequence – Pimple Jinx into Stinging Jinx into Knockback Hex – but after being struck by the Pimple Jinx, Susan artfully shot his own Stinging Jinx back at him with a Mirror Charm. While Harry dodged his own spell, Susan pirouetted away from his Knockback Hex.

Harry grimaced. Susan was simply too good with the Mirror Charm for him to win any points with spells – and Harry too bad with it to keep up a war of attrition. Harry knew a couple of hexes that were both on the approved list of spells for Novice duellists and which would get around the Mirror Charm, but he didn’t quite know whether he could pull them off, especially not now that he’d seen Susan’s agility in action.

Harry jumped to avoid Susan’s next barrage of spells – a spell sequence including one of the hexes Harry had been planning to use himself – and then returned several of his own. He saved a Twitchy-Ears Hex for last, swishing his wand just so at the end. Predictably, Susan managed to reflect most of his spells, but didn’t manage to dodge the Twitchy-Ears Hex in time.

Harry grinned widely as Susan’s ears started to twitch. As well as that her cheeks turned bright red, and knowing Susan as he did, Harry could see the pretty Hufflepuff was getting angry.

“Impedimenta!” he said, taking quick advantage of Susan’s moment of anger. Almost as soon as the spell left his wand Harry followed it up with a Confusion Hex that Susan couldn’t reflect. She had to move to avoid each of them, and while she was more concerned with those, Harry cast the Disarming Charm with as much force as he could muster.

Fortunately, his gambit worked, and Susan dropped her wand.

Harry felt a rush of exhilaration that he’d only ever felt before while flying and realised that he liked duelling. It was a little bit awkward to have beaten his friend, but they’d both known what they’d signed up for, and Susan had put up a brilliant fight. If his Disarming Charm hadn’t worked, Harry knew Susan would have eventually won – she could afford to drag out the duel due to her strong footwork and command of the Mirror Charm and no doubt would have won on points.

“Ah, bravo!” said Flitwick. “Take ten points each to Hufflepuff and Slytherin for that wonderful duel! There were some excellent techniques on display for that duel—Miss Bones clearly has a marvellous grasp on the Mirror Charm, and Mr Potter should be commended for his use of sonic booms paired with a modified lighting charm to bedazzle his opponent. Indeed, that performance from each of our duellists today would have been rewarded by a nice amount of points in a formal Circuit duel. I should say however that Mr Potter would have lost points for excessive movement in situations where a Mirror Charm would be more appropriate, so despite the duel being decided in his favour, it was a very sloppy win. Professor Snape, any thoughts?”

Harry nodded along at the explanation. It was more-or-less as he’d thought, although it was never nice being referred to as ‘sloppy’.

“‘Sloppy’ is an understatement,” said Snape. “If I were to judge Mr Potter’s performance today according to Circuit rules I would score him a zero for style. Miss Bones, however, performed satisfactorily.”

Harry bit back a retort about Snape’s own sense of style, since it was rude and wouldn’t get him anywhere, and tried instead to take in the message behind the dour man’s words. Snape wasn’t wrong – Harry had been moving all over the place to avoid spells that could be simply and easily deflected with a Mirror Charm – but the words still stung.

It was never nice to be reminded of a deficiency, especially not in public.

“Yes, well… I wouldn’t go quite that far, perhaps…” said Flitwick. “Well, the both of you should be proud of your performance this evening—for a first duel, it was more than acceptable! Miss Bones you are to be commended for your footwork! Mr Potter, while you are very clearly comfortable with jinxes and hexes, perhaps a little more work on defence is necessary before our next session. We have enough time for another duel between the Juniors, next, so if you would both clear the stage…”

Harry got off the stage and returned to his friends.

“Ah, Miss Bones—come here so I may remove Mr Potter’s Twitchy-Ears Hex,” said Flitwick before Susan left. “We can’t have you going to dinner like that after all!”

“That was brilliant!” said Tracey once Harry had re-joined the group. “Well done!”

“You do need to work on your Mirror Charms, though,” said Blaise. “But otherwise… yeah, you were good. I’d have struggled against you, I think.”

“God, it feels like all I’m doing is working on bloody Mirror Charms,” said Harry. “But thanks for, well, you know. It’s good to win.”

“‘It’s good to win,’ he says,” said Blaise. “No shit.”

“We should be quiet,” said Theodore. “The next duel is starting, look.”

True enough, the next duel was about to start, and since he’d learned so much from watching Diggory and Thompson, Harry immediately turned back to the stage to watch. The pair of duellists – a Ravenclaw fourth year girl and a Gryffindor fifth year boy – put up a good fight but, in Harry’s opinion at least, the duel between Diggory and Thompson had been better.

Neither of the two duellists currently on the stage attempted to use more unorthodox strategies or techniques, sticking instead with a series of admittedly well-executed spell sequences. It was duelling by numbers rather than anything innovative, Harry thought, but was still more interesting than anything the Novices could put out just by virtue of the expanded spell set. The Ravenclaw girl won the duel in the end after shattering the Gryffindor’s Shield Charm with a stunner.

After the duel Flitwick went over what they’d done well and where they could have improved, then sent the Duelling Club away to get ready for dinner. Despite the relatively lacklustre finishing duel, Harry was in a very good mood as he and his friends made their way back to the dungeons to prepare for dinner.

“That was pretty good! I can’t wait for the tournaments next week!” said Harry.

“It’ll be good to really test ourselves against each other,” agreed Blaise. “See where we stand. After all, there are only ten places… We can’t all be getting one.”

“Well, there are twenty for the paired duelling,” said Tracey, “but there are still more than twenty hopefuls… I wonder if we’ll get to choose our own partners, or if Flitwick and Snape will do it.”

Harry hadn’t thought about that – he’d assumed they’d be able to choose, and had thought about asking Tracey. But if Flitwick and Snape were to be in charge, he could be placed with anyone.

“Hopefully we can choose,” Harry said. “Or at least if we get through, Flitwick and Snape choose someone nice.”

Blaise shrugged.

“I’m not trying out for the paired competition,” he said, “so it doesn’t matter for me.”

“At this rate I’ll just be happy to get a place,” said Theodore. “In whichever bit they’ll have me!”

They went their separate ways once they reached the Common Room, as they each had different things they wanted to do before dinner. Harry took the chance to jump in the shower quickly, since the duel had been stressful and he felt sweaty. By the time he finished, it was time for dinner.

*

As much as Harry wanted to spend his entire weekend working on his duelling he couldn’t, because he had to attend to his flying. Just like with the duelling, Hooch wanted, and needed, to finalise her selections for the upcoming competition prior to the arrival of the delegations from the other schools. That was all well and good, but it did mean that Harry had a weekend crammed full of flying and not much else. Not that that was a problem for him, exactly, but it was quite a lot of flying to get through in a short amount of time. Harry had already qualified for a spot in the speed racing the previous week, which had sent him into the next round of qualifiers with a nice amount of confidence for what was about to come.

That weekend, however, Hooch had scheduled the first set of hazard flying qualifiers, and that was a different kind of flying altogether. Something almost completely unlike any flying Harry had ever done before.

Mercifully she’d allowed all the hopefuls to practise a modified version of what was ahead using bludgers, but everyone thought the actual qualifiers would have something much nastier to contend with despite Hooch’s assertions that bludgers were more than suitable for preparation.

The actual group attempting to grab a place in the hazard flying was the smallest of all the groups – probably because most people were too afraid of the idea of being hit by bludgers or God only knew what as they attempted to navigate their way to the finish line. Even so, there were thirty flyers in each of the categories who’d made it through Hooch’s preliminary screening, and some of them Harry rated quite highly as competition.

“I’ll be glad when this is all over with and we can get on with the real flying,” complained Draco to Harry as they all waited for Hooch to start the day off. “We all know most of these idiots won’t get through, so why we have to go through the whole palaver is beyond me.”

“It does have to be fair,” said Harry.

“I’m not saying otherwise,” said Draco, “but you can’t deny that Hooch probably already knows who she wants going through, and it’s definitely not McClaggen.”

Well, Harry couldn’t exactly disagree with that. He glanced over at the boorish Gryffindor and nodded to himself.

“Alright, yeah, I see what you mean,” said Harry. “But it’s good to practise with everyone though, isn’t it?”

“A bloody centaur would be better than McClaggen!” declared Draco. “His situational awareness is shit.”

Harry shrugged.

“He’s not who we’re up against, remember. Not really,” said Harry, although it was only partially true – nobody wanted the other schools to win, but most of the flying events weren’t team events, and students from Hogwarts would be in competition with each other as well as the other schools. So Harry had as much to worry about from Draco as he did from whoever the other schools had chosen to represent them, now and later on.

Hooch arrived carrying her broom and with two boxes of bludgers following behind her and all the Nimbuses behind them, escorted by Miss Evergloam and Miss Gamp, each with brooms of their own.

“Good, you’re all here,” said Hooch when she came to a stop. “Today you’ll be facing bludgers and an array of spells provided and monitored by Miss Gamp and Miss Evergloam, all while flying through a predefined course. This will be the toughest of the flying events you’ve faced yet, and I should caution you that it will be much harder in the actual competition. Now, I’m sure all of you are perfectly capable of getting through this course, but if you’d like to forego it, you should leave now. Once you’re up in the air, that’s it, you finish or you fall. There’s no turning back, as you’ll see once we get started.”

That announcement caused a little bit of consternation from the assembled group, but Harry wasn’t overly worried. Hooch was decent enough at basic medical spells that a fall would be manageable, and with Miss Evergloam and Miss Gamp there, the odds were good that it’d be a swift trip to the Hospital Wing. He was honestly more worried about the spells the two apprentices would be using to hinder the flyers, since it was something they hadn’t covered in practises.

But Harry hadn’t turned up completely unaware – he’d scoured the library for all content relating to hazard flying, from newspapers to journal articles and everything else – so he did have a basic plan of action. Unlike the other flying events, use of a wand was allowed to deal with some of the hazards. Harry hadn’t expected to have to use it that morning, but given the two apprentices’ appearance at the course, he let go of that idea.

They wouldn’t have turned up if they’d had nothing to do, after all.

Nobody left after Hooch’s announcement although Harry hadn’t thought anyone would. Everyone still interested in the hazard flying after the practises with the bludgers over the past month had been battered enough already that a little more wouldn’t do any lasting harm.

“Alright. Let’s be getting on with it, then,” said Hooch. She sorted the waiting students into three groups of ten, then handed out brooms to the first group. Harry’s group was to be first in the air.

“Righto,” said Hooch. “What we’ll do now is fly up to the start point so you can get a good view of what we’re about to do, and then you’ll fly through the course. You should know already what the rules are but some of them bear repeating—you lose a point every time you get hit by, or hit, a hazard. You can gain a point for skilful evasion. Most points at the end wins the race. We’ll take ten through today and cut that down to five tomorrow. Now let’s get on with it!”

Hooch released the bludgers and then kicked off and sped away, leaving the students and her two assistants scrambling to catch up. Harry joined her up in the air, up near the far side of the Quidditch Pitch.

Hooch flew in a lazy figure of eight in front of a large, shimmering curtain of light. Harry had no idea what it was, but it certainly felt and looked magical, and it undulated according to some unknown and unseen force. The bludgers shot through it one by one, following whatever commands Hooch had given them.

“This is Karamazov’s Tunnel,” shouted Hooch once all ten of the flyers had reached her and the strange magical curtain. “You cannot see its edges, but it forms a tunnel between this end of the hazard course and the exit, and once you pass through, you can only come out at the other end. You will not be able to land, although if you fall it won’t catch you. After the count of one you will all pass through the Tunnel aperture and the hazard course will begin!”

Harry regarded the Tunnel entrance dubiously. He had heard of it before but hadn’t expected to see one during the competition – or even at all, as it was usually only used at the really high-end of elite hazard flying. Nonetheless, he was sat in front of one on a borrowed broom about to start a professional-tier hazard course.

While Hooch had been talking, Miss Evergloam and Miss Gamp had both joined everyone else up in the air and had taken up positions halfway along the route. Marker rings like in the speed racing had been placed throughout the course, and Harry saw the bludgers whizzing around chaotically. The two apprentices immediately started to cast spells, placing little whirlwinds and all sorts of other odd spells around the course – in addition to those that were already there.

Harry glanced around at the others in his group. He’d been placed with one of the Weasley twins – although he couldn’t tell which – along with Chang, the Ravenclaw Seeker, both of whom he rated as his main competition within the group. Thankfully Draco had been picked for another group and was still on the ground waiting, so he didn’t have to worry about that. Still, Chang and Weasley and several of the others were much more experienced flyers than Harry, having spent a few years flying in all kinds of weather already. Even McClaggen had more experience on a broom, although perhaps not as much talent.

“After the count of one!” said Hooch. She waited a few moments for her words to sink in and then started her countdown. “Three, two, one!”

Despite his misgivings, Harry shot off through the Tunnel aperture without a thought for the others in his group. Once through, he was shocked to find that it was dark inside the Tunnel! He had just enough light to see after his eyes adjusted to the dim, but only just. Still, he couldn’t waste time worrying about that, as there were bludgers and whatever else whizzing about.

Harry located the first of the marker rings and sped off for it, aware that some of his fellow competitors had already got off to a good start. He spotted a small figure who he thought was Chang just ahead of him and coaxed his broom forward so he wouldn’t be left behind.

The bludgers were Harry’s main problem – getting hit meant losing points – but were still only just ahead of his competition in Harry’s ranking of priorities. Not being able to see properly made looking out for bludgers harder but they did make a characteristic noise as they whizzed through the air. He dipped the end of his broom to avoid an encroaching Bludger, before passing through the first marker. Immediately on the other side Harry swerved to miss some sort of spell – he didn’t recognise it at all, so it could have done anything, and it gave him goosebumps as he passed it.

Harry sailed past Chang, who’d gotten stuck in a whirlwind, tossed around in its enchanted vortex. He gave that a wide berth.  

A Bludger smacked into Harry’s back with a loud crack, and he nearly fell off his broom. After a course adjustment, Harry righted himself and looked about. Weasley zipped past him, a thick Beater’s bat in his hand, and then knocked another Bludger back.

Harry jerked his broom upwards to avoid the second Bludger.

“That fucker!” Harry swore. Weasley must have conjured himself a Beater’s bat to use in the competition, which wasn’t actually against the rules although it was a tricky little move. The bastard played as Beater usually and would be able to make excellent use of the Bat. Another thing Harry would have to avoid. He briefly thought about doing the same thing himself but decided against it. He didn’t have the experience with a bat to pull it off and would lose far too much time and concentration trying it with his lacklustre skill in conjuring.

Chang zoomed right past Harry, evidently freed from the magical whirlwind. Harry grunted and followed her.

Harry dodged another couple of bludgers as he navigated the dim hazard course in search of the next marker. He found it placed just behind a semi-opaque, almost filmy, sheet of light, at the front of an enclosed narrow tunnel. Harry hovered just in front of it hesitantly. He grabbed his wand and cast a General Counterspell at the marker opening, but nothing happened.

“Bugger,” said Harry. If he knew what spell had been used, perhaps he could have negated it with a more specific countercharm, but that seemed to be a solution for another day. Instead, Harry moved through the sheet.

Immediately Harry’s centre shifted. The entire world shifted, at least as far as Harry could tell, vertically. Harry moved through the tunnel slowly in anticipation of some nasty obstacle, but he didn’t find any. Slightly buoyed, he eased the broom out of the other end of the tunnel and then felt sick as the world spun right around again.

Harry struggled to right his broom after a shift in his perception yet again, and then heard the tell-tale buzzing of a Bludger as it whooshed past him, just narrowly avoiding his head after a lucky last-minute swerve. Harry pushed forward, mindful that the others might catch up to him. He already had Weasley and Chang ahead of him and didn’t want to allow anyone else to gain any ground.

It was difficult to see where he was in relation to anything, since the Tunnel blocked his view of the outside and the inside was about as bright as the dungeons with the lamps off, but between the next set of markers Harry could just about make out the next obstacle. A gauntlet of scythes swung back and forth in between the next two markers. Chang slipped through like a bullet, just narrowly missing the very last scythe. Harry heard McClaggen swear as he went through the tunnel just behind, only to get whacked by a Bludger.

Harry slowed his broom to almost a stop to get a good view of the pattern and cadence to the scythes’ movement. Although he trusted the skills of Madam Pomfrey to put him back together, Harry thought it still preferable to just not get cut up in the first place. He waited a few moments until he thought he’d got it, then coaxed his broom through the swinging scythes.

He couldn’t move at a constant speed since each of the pairs of scythes had their own rhythm. Harry instead had to vary his speed after passing through each pair. He moved forward in jerky, stopping motions, paying attention to the cadence of the scythes. He made it out the other end unscathed, then shot off towards the next marker.

Harry saw Weasley make a wide, arching turn back in search of a Bludger to whack at his competition, then made a tricky series of turns to get out of the way once the ginger Beater had found it. The Bludger hit McClaggen instead as he emerged – unharmed, which Harry thought was a miracle – from the scythes.

Harry overtook Chang then came to an abrupt stop in front of a gigantic – relatively speaking – whirling maelstrom of wind and magic. Weasley had ploughed ahead but had become caught in the maelstrom – the other boy was being whipped around like a paper bag in the wind as he struggled to stay on his broom.

Harry flew in wide circled around the edge of the maelstrom in an attempt to find a way around. In the end, he concluded there wasn’t any. The maelstrom spanned the height and width of the Tunnel, with no way to slip around, under, or over it. If Harry had the skill and the knowledge to remove the spell, perhaps that would have been an answer, but that seemed far above Harry’s level of learning. It looked like Harry would have to just fly right through it, although he didn’t fancy his chances, not with how Weasley still struggled to get free.

“Hang on,” muttered Harry. He watched for the direction of the wind and saw that it was all moving in one direction. True, large bursts threw off the pattern every so often, but Harry saw the pattern nonetheless.

It seemed as if Chang had the same idea, as she shot her broom through at a diagonal, following the path of the wind. It worked, too, as she suffered much less resistance than Weasley. Harry followed her, confident now that he could get through without much fuss.

He felt less confidence once he entered the swirling mass of magical wind. Despite moving with it, his broom didn’t quite go where he wanted it. The broom’s nose jerked from side to side in the wind as Harry wrestled with the wind. Harry tried to angle himself so that he came shooting out the opposite side of the maelstrom, but instead, he slowly climbed it. He was in good company, as the same thing had happened to Chang, and although Weasley had caught on to the right technique, he still wasn’t out of it either.

Harry heard a positive in the form of McClaggen shouting obscenities as he got tossed about in the wind, and although it didn’t really help Harry, it did make him feel better.

Harry angled his broom downwards as he got swept around the maelstrom once more. Going along with the flow was the right way to get around the obstacle, but evidently not the way to get out of it. Harry thought that if he kept with it until just before the far side of the maelstrom relative to where he’d come in, a sharp turn would let him escape.

He hoped so, at the very least. Harry waited until he got swept around again, then jerked his broom sharply. He got shot out of the maelstrom and went careening off into the distance until he regained control of his broom. Just as he righted himself, a bludger smacked into his hand with a sickening crack.

He swore, then chanced a look at his hand. Harry grimaced when he saw his fingers pointing various directions, then tried to move it. He winced as pain coursed through it, then decided it was probably broken.

Harry didn’t know any healing spells since they had yet to cover them in Charms – not even quick and dirty emergency variants – so he grit his teeth and forced his hand closed around the broom handle. He could get it fixed later, and there were still bludgers roaming about to look out for, so he couldn’t worry about it too long.

Harry located the new few markers, and passed through them quickly, mindful that he’d painstakingly won a little lead for himself after the maelstrom. He nipped through a series of tricky little whirlwinds, then dove to avoid yet another bludger.

Just up ahead Harry saw what he thought was the exit to Karamazov’s Tunnel. The way ahead looked clear enough, although Harry didn’t totally trust his eyes given the gloom and the things he’d just passed through. He didn’t doubt that Hooch had dreamed up something nasty for the finish line.

Harry held his wand in one hand and kept his other hand – painfully – wrapped around the broom handle as he moved forwards. He thought he could sense a crackle in the air, the tell-tale feel of magic lurking just that little bit away.

Harry cast the General Counterspell at the wide space ahead of him and then frowned when it appeared to do nothing. He could still feel that subtle crackle of whatever spell was in his way, but his main tool for battling it had done nothing. Harry knew that curse breakers had a whole set of diagnostic spells they used to figure out what sorts of unknown spells were in front of them, but Harry didn’t know any.

In the end, Harry decided that the only thing he could do was fly straight through the magical field and hope for the best. He kept hold of his wand just in case and guided his broom towards the Tunnel exit. Immediately after breaching the bounds of the strange spell his mind exploded with a vast array of new and unusual sights and sounds.

Harry felt like a blade of grass, far below on the Forest floor; then like a leaf blowing in the wind; and then as a tree, strong and tall and enduring for centuries. He couldn’t tell whether he was even still on his broom, let alone whether he was still flying through the magical field. Instead, all he could think about – the only thing that mattered – were his roots in the soft, damp soil, or the delicious earth in his mouth as he ate his way through the dirt – or the crunch of the leaves as he chewed his way through them leaf by leaf, or the feel of his dozens of feet move in sequence—

With great difficulty Harry attempted to wrangle his dispersed sense of awareness back into his own head. He tried to forget the feel of the earth against his roots, or the swaying of his leaves in the breeze, and focus on what was really important – the boy sat on a broom, drifting aimlessly in a Karamazov’s Tunnel, tantalisingly close to the exit.

Harry tore himself away from the soft, comforting earth and focused himself on the feel of flying. He felt the wind across his face as he soared above the Forest trees, his wings outstretched as he made his way back to his nest.

That was wrong, again. He blocked out the feel of his wings as he soared, and instead focused on the buzzing sound he always heard when he flew – and then realised that he was wrong, again. He was a bee, zipping from flower to flower in search of sweet nectar, when what he wanted to be was a boy, sat on a broom, about to win a hazard race.

Dimly, at the back of his much expanded mind, Harry’s broken hand throbbed as it clung to the end of the broom handle. Harry tried to remember the pain as the bludger smashed the bones in his hand, and pushed out all the other thoughts, feelings, and sensations from his mind.

And then he was a boy, in pain, on a broom in a magically-enclosed tunnel once more.

Harry glanced around the see whether anyone had caught up to him and saw both Chang and Weasley drifting through the air without any sense of direction or purpose. He grinned widely. McClaggen was unlikely to have beaten Chang or Weasley to the weird spell they were trapped in, so Harry knew he had a clear shot to be first out of the Tunnel.

He zipped through the exit marker and re-emerged into the bright, wide open, world at the end of the Tunnel. The first thing he heard and saw as his eyes adjusted to the sunlight was Hooch sat on her broom, clapping.

“Oh, bravo, Potter! Excellent flying. Land at the far side of the Pitch and wait for us to finish up, there’s a good lad! We can debrief afterwards!” said Hooch. She pointed to where she meant and then returned her gaze to a little object that looked like a hand-mirror.

Harry flew off to where Hooch had indicated and waited for everyone else to finish up. His hand throbbed, and he knew the bones were broken, but he could wait a while longer to get it fixed, he supposed. The others in his cohort joined him in dribs and drabs. First Chang, and then Weasley, and eventually a rather bedraggled McClaggen. They had to wait about an hour for all the other groups to finish, but eventually everyone – minus a few who had fallen or been too badly injured in their attempt to finish the course – waited for Hooch to announce who’d made it through to the next round. Fortunately, she did give everyone a once-over with basic healing spells, which sorted Harry’s hand right out.

“That was some good flying from all of you,” said Hooch at the end of the day’s hazard racing. “Some of you were a little too frightened of blade challenge, and we’ll have to work on that. It’s perfectly safe—they were all charmed not to cut through bone! All in all, though, I must say I was very pleased. A little bit tricky at the end with the Extrasensory Field, but most of you managed it well enough. Now, for what you’ve all been waiting to hear—the ten I’ll be taking through to the next round.”

Harry listened eagerly to the list of students who’d made it through. Hooch listed the students off, nodding whenever she came to a name he’d thought would make it through. In the end she reeled off a list of students including Harry, Draco, Chang, Weasley, and Montague – even McClaggen had managed to sneak through.

“For a more complete breakdown of your scores you can come see me in my office,” said Hooch. “Those of you who passed through—congratulations, and I’ll be seeing you tomorrow for the final qualification race.”

Hooch dismissed the students, and Harry walked back to the Slytherin Common Room along with Draco, Montague, and several others.

“That wasn’t so bad,” said Harry. “The worst bit was that massive whirlwind in the middle, I thought.”

“Nah, the Extrasensory Field nearly did me in,” said Montague. “I can cope with a bit of wind, but…” He trailed off, and gazed into the distance, then shuddered. “There’s got to be a spell to deal with that, because I sure as shit ain’t going through it again.”

“I was worried for my broom going through the blades,” said Draco. “I thought they probably wouldn’t use something that would kill us, but brooms are only brooms and the Ministry can just buy new ones…”

“It’s only going to get harder form here, I reckon,” said Harry. “It’s a bit exciting, though, isn’t it? I wonder what else they’ll throw at us.”

Montague grimaced.

“Speak for yourself, Potter. Hazard racing is bloody dangerous and I’m only in it in case I don’t qualify for the relays or the speed racing.”

Harry shrugged. He found all the flying events fun, even the dangerous hazard course they’d just completed. It would get worse, but that was the point.

When they got back to the Common Room Harry headed straight for the showers, and then spent the rest of his day in the library looking up examples of hazard courses across the world, until he got shooed away by Madam Pince when it closed.

The extra reading helped him through Hooch’s final round of qualifiers for the hazard flying the very next day, and Harry went into his next week at school with much more confidence.
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    Chapter 12 – Into the Arena
With the last of his flying qualifiers set for the coming weekend, Harry was able to focus on his duelling during the week. He had his lessons, of course, but getting through those was easy especially with duelling sessions waiting for him on the Tuesday and the Friday. Aside from Moody, most of the professors were reasonable when it came to their students’ extracurricular activities ahead of the Tournament.

Not exactly forgiving, but much more reasonable than Harry would have expected of them given prior performance.

Harry spent the afternoons after his lessons in his little dungeon hideaway working on his spells, taking what felt to him like an absurd amount of time to figure out the Mirror Charm. He still couldn’t cast it properly every time, but sometimes was better than never, he supposed.

Flitwick held his duelling tournament for the Juniors on that Tuesday’s session of Duelling Club. It ran late, pushing right up to dinner, but Harry didn’t mind. Students from the rest of the school had been allowed to come and watch for the very first time, and the Hall was packed almost to bursting – with even some teachers who usually went home after lessons coming to watch. After the previous week’s taster the Juniors had attempted to go all-out on the stage, and a dazzling array of different strategies and techniques had been put on display.

Even though the Juniors had shown off some interesting things, Harry thought almost all of it was too advanced for the Novices to even attempt. Battle transfiguration and advanced hexes and hex deflection were things for OWL and above and were banned in the Novitiate besides. Harry still saw some useful things come out of it. McGonagall had started teaching them to conjure all sorts of things, including some animals which could provide a useful distraction in duels, and Moody’s Auror apprentice had been working through a nice set of hexes with the class, too. Nothing as adventurous as Harry would have liked, but a start.

By the time Friday’s Novice duelling tournament came, Harry felt quite well prepared for what was to come. A few more of the Novice level aspirant duellists had quit between the announcement of the tournament and the tournament itself – including Theodore – so Harry didn’t think the event would run quite so close to dinner as the Juniors’ had. The presence of the rest of the school did worry him just a little bit – he’d never duelled in front of an audience unfamiliar with the duelling process before and one never did know how a crowd could react. Harry had made it that far and the crowd in the Great Hall at the Friday session was nothing compared with the crowd that would be present in the real competition, so he felt like it would be good practise.

“Ooh, there’s a lot of people here!” said Tracey once the Novices had assembled along one side of the duelling stage. The spectators occupied the space directly opposite them, near to the doors to the Entrance Hall. “I hope we all do well!”

“There’s more than I expected,” said Blaise. “Especially just to watch the Novices. But we can’t back out now…”

“We’ll all be fine,” said Harry, partially because he felt reasonably confident, and partially because he wanted to convince himself of it. “We’ve done loads of practise in Duelling Club and I know we’ve all been doing our own, as well. So we’ll be fine.”

The wriggling mass of anxiety in his stomach did disagree somewhat, but Harry ignored it.

Blaise nodded along with him anyway.

“Not to get soppy on you both, but I do think all three of us will make it through to the real competition,” said Blaise. “It’s a bugger to disarm you, Harry, and Tracey, you’re a monster with that Mirror Charm. So I reckon we’ll all get through.”

“Oh, thank you, Blaise,” said Tracey. “I think so too!”

“Settle down, settle down!” called out Flitwick from his position in the middle of the duelling stage. “I know we’re all very excited to watch the duelling this evening, but we can’t get started without a few announcements!” He waited for the students in the Hall to quieten down, and then continued. “Tonight’s tournament will be a simple knock-out tournament with all of the Novice duellists who have agreed to participate. A lost bout results in an ejection from the tournament. We have sixteen Novices who have agreed to duel this evening, and we’ve set a time-limit on each duel—no more than five minutes for every bout—so we shouldn’t delay dinner by too much, if at all!”

Harry thought about what Flitwick had said, then realised if he did poorly, he’d get to fight one duel – but if he did well, it would be four.

“The pairings have been decided ahead of time and can be viewed on the board at the far side of the Hall near to the doors,” Flitwick said with a little gesture towards a big chalkboard with the first round of draws written over it. “Now for the sake of efficiency we shall begin without any further fuss,” said Flitwick. “May I call Miss Katie Bell and Mr Ernest Macmillan to the stage for the first bout?”

Harry moved closer to the chalkboard with the draws on it to get a little look while he waited for his turn. He scanned the board and saw that Blaise had been paired off against Susan, and Tracey against Marcus Belby from the year above. Harry himself had his first bout with McClaggen, which he thought was sure to go in his favour. McClaggen preferred a strong offensive to anything else, although from what Harry had seen from other Duelling Club sessions, wasn’t always able to back that up with enough skill to make it work.

From a quick look at how Flitwick had drawn the brackets, Harry saw that his third round opponent would probably be either Draco or Terry Boot from Ravenclaw. Harry didn’t rate Draco or Boot’s potential second round matchups even though one of them was Ernie. Of the two, Harry thought Draco as the more challenging option. Draco had been more concerned with his flying than with the duelling, but Harry had seen him sneak off to practise like everyone else.

“They’re ready to start!” said Tracey, drawing Harry’s attention away from the fixtures board. He wrenched his gaze back toward the stage where Katie Bell and Ernie were preparing for their first and possibly last bout of the night.

“I hope Ernie does well,” Harry muttered to Tracey and Blaise, “but I’m not sure he’s as good as Bell…”

“Maybe he’ll surprise us all,” Blaise said, although his tone left Harry with the impression he thought it unlikely.

The Hall gradually fell into silence as Bell and Ernie bowed to one another before Flitwick started the bout. Katie started with a spell sequence in a fast staccato, which Ernie had to scramble to defend against with a series of quick and dirty Mirror Charms.

Bell managed to keep Ernie on the defensive with a couple of follow up sequences, until Ernie found his footing.

“Avis!” cried Ernie with a jab of his wand.

A small flock of squawking, flapping birds fell out of the end of his wand and swarmed around Bell.

“Not bad,” Harry said to himself. The birds looked a bit on the small side, but it was probably a better bit of conjuration than Harry could have managed.

Unfortunately Bell vanished the birds easily in one go – the product of her extra year of experience, Harry assumed, since the second years hadn’t even started vanishment yet. But Ernie knocked out of her rhythm nevertheless. Ernie cast another couple of spells including a Jelly-Legs Jinx at Bell, which she deflected with a series of Mirror Charms.

Ernie paused, seemingly stuck for something to do.

“Go on,” muttered Harry. “Just do something…”

“Expelliarmus!” Ernie said with his wand held out, hand shaking slightly.

Scarlet light shot from the end of Ernie’s wand and the Disarming Charm hit Bell square in the chest, but her wand barely twitched in her hand. Ernie’s face fell, and Harry knew then that he’d lost the duel to Bell even though Ernie boy probably didn’t realise it yet.

Bell sent back a barrage of spells, some of which Ernie had to physically dodge to avoid, until she shot off her own Disarming Charm and knocked Ernie’s wand from his hand.

“Well done to our first duellists!” said Flitwick once Ernie had picked up his wand. “It is not easy being the first pair up to duel, but both of you performed admirably. This bout, however, goes to Miss Bell—decided because of her successful Disarming Charm. A round of applause while our duellists depart the stage, please.”

Harry joined in with the rest of the Hall as they clapped Bell and Ernie out. He was disappointed for Ernie but he had been beaten fairly by Bell in the end. He obviously hadn’t pushed his Disarming Charm hard enough, but then, Ernie never did push his advantages. Too kind-hearted, Harry thought.

Flitwick called up the next pair of duellists – Hermione Granger and Emily Poulton from Adder group – and Harry pushed Bell and Ernie out of his mind to watch.

In Harry’s estimation Granger wasn’t an especially talented duellist, but she had an excellent command of spells of all kinds and was able to rattle them off in quick succession. In practise bouts Harry had seen first-hand that her spells lacked the raw power behind them to be worrisome on their own, but coupled with her speed in casting, she was able to do some damage.

Harry didn’t think Emily Poulton would make it past the first round.  

Almost immediately after the count Granger sprang into action. True to form Granger started the duel with a well-practised spell sequence.

“Locomotor wibbly!” said Granger, moving right into her next spell at the climax of her first. “Furnunculus!”

Granger spun around into the third spell in the sequence – a dazzling charm Harry hadn’t spent much time with — only to slip in a Knockback Hex as well right at the end.

Granger hit Poulton with each and every spell.

Poulton hit back with a shaky, and poorly-performed, sequence that was meant to end with a Stinging Jinx but which she fumbled and which just let out of puff of smoke instead. Granger deflected the properly cast spells with an easy Mirror Charm, then conjured two separate flocks of birds on either side of Poulton.

While Poulton struggled to vanish the swarming birds – an ambitious choice given the second years’ lack of instruction – Granger made her next move. She cast a series of minor jinxes on Poulton in quick succession, then while the other girl was attempting to deal with the birds, fired off a Disarming Charm. Poulton dropped her wand immediately with half the birds still pecking at her, oozing pustules growing and bursting repeatedly all across her face.

“Ooh, that was rough,” muttered Tracey. “Emily’s going to hate that! She didn’t even get a single hit in!”

“Ah, yes, well done to Miss Granger,” said Flitwick after the conclusion of the duel. “That was an excellent display of the Agile Form which we have been working on with the Novices these past weeks. As you may have surmised, it is a duelling technique where many spells are deployed against the opponent to overwhelm their defences. It was used quite successfully by Miss Granger, to poor Miss Poulton’s detriment. Well, there is always next time!” Flitwick said. “A round of applause for our duellists before the next bout, please!”

Harry clapped along with everyone else. Granger’s win was unsurprising, at least to Harry. Poulton had never stood a chance, not against Granger. The match-up felt a little unfair, if he were to be honest, but he supposed Flitwick had made his decisions for a reason.

Flitwick called up the next pair to duel – a pair of boys from the year above. Neither managed to do anything particularly interesting to Harry. Another bout after that Flitwick called upon Tracey and her opponent, Marcus Belby, to get up onto the stage for their duel.

“Good luck,” Harry said. “Not that you need it!”

“Win,” said Blaise.

“Thanks, boys,” said Tracey. She got her wand out of her sport robe pocket and made sure her hair was tied back before moving up onto the duelling stage to start her duel. Tracey bowed to Belby and then waited for Flitwick to begin the duel while taking a solid defensive stance.

Shield Stance, Harry thought. He hadn’t done much practise with it himself.

Tracey allowed Belby to make the first move. He shot off a nasty looking hex first, which Tracey had to spin to avoid, then followed it up with a series of petty jinxes while Tracey re-established her defensive posture. She met each of Belby’s jinxes with a perfectly executed Mirror Charm, reflecting them away from her. Most of them went awry, but she managed to hit Belby with his own Pimple Jinx.

As a series of massive pustules broke out upon Belby’s face, Tracey sandwiched a Knockback Hex between two Nudging Charms, all of which struck Belby right in the chest. The Knockback Hex didn’t push the older boy very far. Although her defence was solid, Harry had noticed she struggled when it came to the attack, but that coupled with the Nudging Charms would win her a nice little set of points if the duel went to time. While Belby staggered backwards, Tracey moved slightly to the side and fired off a nifty little sequence.

“Locomotor wibbly!” said Tracey as she spun into the next spell with a flourish. “Tarantallegra!” 

Tracey kept spinning, and kept casting, too. Not quite so fast as Granger had, but still faster than Belby. Her Tap-Dancing Jinx missed, flying just wide of his head, and Belby managed to deflect the others away from him with Mirror Charms of his own.

Belby hit back with a spell Harry didn’t recognise at all which hit Tracey right in the arm despite her Mirror Charm. The skin on her arm, right up to her neck, started to redden and crack. Tracey grimaced as the spell’s effect spread, but stood her ground, though her wand hand shook visibly.

“That looks nasty,” observed Blaise. “I wonder what it was.”

“Me too,” said Harry. He felt bad for Tracey, but Flitwick would fix the spell after the bout. Any spell that sailed right through a Mirror Charm – even one cast as well as Tracey’s – was a spell Harry wanted to know about.

The pair of duellists traded spells for what seemed like an eternity to Harry compared with the previous duels, but neither of them was able to finish it conclusively. Tracey’s Mirror Charms were too good, and since she’d been hit once with a hex already, she’d evidently wised up and had started to move around a bit more. Harry thought she could have won the duel several times throughout, if only she’d taken a more offensive approach, but Tracey always did favour a strong defence. Nevertheless Tracey did manage to get in a number of hits with a diverse set of spells, so Harry thought she might have won it on points anyway.

A win on points had probably been her strategy all along, Harry supposed.

Harry watched as Belby got more and more annoyed at his inability to strike Tracey, with the result being a much sloppier stance, with several of his spells completely missing her even without her Mirror Charms or dodging. In the end, Flitwick called time on the duel at the five-minute mark and stepped up onto the stage. He immediately reversed the hex on Tracey’s arm, then removed the burst pimples from Belby’s face, before turning to address the crowd.

“That was a different kind of duel to the ones we’ve seen already this evening,” said Flitwick. “A wonderful example of the importance of a strong defence! Professor Snape has graciously agreed to judge the points for our duels this evening, so in just a moment we should have a result for you all! But well done to both Miss Davis and Mr Belby!”

Harry watched as Tracey stood still on the stage waiting for her score. It was a tense few moments as Snape totted up the points from the duel. Harry wasn’t entirely sure, since he didn’t know the precise scoring criteria, but he thought that Tracey had won the duel. Perhaps not, given the hex Belby had landed on her arm and the way she’d had to start moving around in excess of what was considered proper, but Harry hoped that she had won.

“Miss Davis wins,” said Snape after a few moments. He didn’t elaborate, although Harry could tell Flitwick had expected him to because the little wizard had waited for Snape to continue.

After accepting Snape wasn’t going to go into any detail of why Tracey had won the bout, Flitwick offered his own bit of elaboration.

“Miss Davis has evidently mastered the Mirror Charm and deployed it efficaciously to avoid—and in some notable cases, reflect—Mr Belby’s jinxes. Mr Belby lost quite a few points near the end of the duel for spells gone awry. A round of applause for our duellists, please.”

The students and staff members gathered in the Hall clapped Tracey and Belby out as they left the stage. They were about half-way through by then, and Harry thought his own turn would come up soon.

The next pair to duel was Draco and Terry Boot, a fellow second year from Ravenclaw. As Harry would hopefully face either of them in the second round, he paid close attention to their duel.

Boot opened the duel with an opportunistic Disarming Charm, although it didn’t dislodge Draco’s wand from his hand. It wasn’t a strategy Harry would have tried, since it would have resulted in a reduced number of points, but it was a fair try for a knock-out tournament. Draco responded with a spell sequence consisting purely of hexes, which meant Boot had to jump out of the way of each of them.

Draco’s spell sequence was one of only a couple allowed at the Novice level consisting purely of hexes, which rendered the Mirror Charm totally useless. Harry had looked at them all himself, although most of them used several tricky hexes, and he’d only really practised with one of them because of that.

Boot dodged Draco’s hexes and when he’d recovered, lashed out with his wand.

“Flippendo!” cried Boot, and sent back a powerful Knockback Hex which hit Draco right in the chest. Draco staggered backwards from the force of the hex although he did manage to stay standing. The hex did its job, though, and allowed Boot to press his advantage with a couple of jinxes and a Disarming Charm.

“Expelliarmus!” said Boot.

Draco didn’t attempt a dodge. Boot’s spell hit but failed to even make Draco’s wand twitch in his hand. It did make him pause, and his rhythm was broken – a spell died at the end of his wand, spluttering out with a pitiful flash.

“Nice comeback from Boot, there,” muttered Blaise. “Shame about his Disarmer.”

Harry nodded in agreement. As nifty as the Disarming Charm was, it wasn’t foolproof and Boot evidently lacked the willpower overcome Draco’s desire to keep his wand in hand, having failed twice already. Harry reckoned Boot could manage it with a third if he got it in right after hitting Draco with a few hard spells, but probably not otherwise. In that scenario the only thing to do was play for points, at least according to all the duelling journals Harry had read in the library.

Draco recovered quickly enough.

“Serpensortia!” he said.

A fat snake erupted from the end of Draco’s wand and fell to the stage with a great thud, which slithered about. It appeared menacing, but for Harry, who could understand what it was saying, it was just confused. Harry supposed that being conjured into existence suddenly was quite jarring.

“I’ll have to watch for that one,” mumbled Harry to himself. A snake was no trouble for him assuming he used his abilities as a Parselmouth to deal with it, but he didn’t want to do that. Harry felt as if keeping that ability tucked away in his back pocket for another, rainier, day was a much better idea – not to mention the potential fall-out of revealing himself as the newest Parselmouth since Voldemort. But a snake that large would prove difficult to vanish, especially in a duel, and without him having formally studied vanishment.

Boot seemed to be having a similar thought, as the snake remained stubbornly on the duelling stage despite the boy’s frantic attempts at vanishing it. It was beginning to get a bit irate, which Harry thought was reasonable in light of Boot’s repeated attempts at vanishing it.

Draco used the Ravenclaw boy’s distraction to hit him with a series of jinxes, including a nasty Tap-Dancing Jinx which sent Boot dancing off across the stage, away from the snake. Then Draco waited, smirking, until Boot got far enough away before vanishing his own conjured snake with a flick of his wand. Then, with a quick motion, Draco disarmed Boot.

Boot dropped his wand and went tap-dancing off along the duelling stage, a great big scowl plastered across his face. Flitwick dispelled Draco’s jinx and waited a few moments for Boot to get back into position before he formally ended the bout.

“Well, that match goes to Mr Malfoy. A very effective use of conjuration to distract his opponent—many a wizard would struggle to vanish a snake of that size under these conditions! A testament to the practise young Mr Malfoy has put in these past few weeks, perhaps,” said Flitwick. “Mr Boot’s opening gambit of an immediate Disarming Charm is of course an excellent strategy in a knock-out tournament, and it is a pity for him that it did not work! Alas, such is the weakness of the Disarming Charm—it doesn’t always work! A round of applause for our duellists before we invite Mr Potter and Mr McClaggen to ascend the stage for our next duel, please!”

Harry took a moment to steady himself before he got up onto the stage. He’d never forgive himself if he tripped in front of everyone watching. Harry made sure he had his wand properly in hand before getting up onto the stage, then he placed himself opposite from McClaggen.

The bout didn’t worry Harry much. It was against McClaggen, who had the confidence of ten men but the talents of not even one – but as it was his first proper duel in front of a big crowd, Harry wanted to do well. He had the added pressure of being ‘Harry Potter’ to contend with, too, which was an unwelcome bit of additional worry but one that was never going to go away.

Harry waited for Flitwick to count them in and gave McClaggen another look over. The older boy was brash, bold, and prone to underrating the importance of defence. All things Harry could work with.

“Three… two… one!” said Flitwick. Harry reacted immediately, casting a quick Knockback Hex at McClaggen. The hex hit him square in the chest and knocked him a few steps backwards. Still, the bulky Gryffindor found his footing easily and hit back with a clumsy spell sequence Harry recognised as the Novice’s Friend. A minor hex followed by a couple of jinxes. Easy enough to perform, but easy enough to withstand, too.

Harry had been working on his Mirror Charms, so he sidestepped the first spell as he got into the right mind-set for a Mirror Charm, and then swished his wand to deflect the next two. They didn’t go quite where Harry wanted them to, but they didn’t hit him, so he counted that as a win.

Harry stepped forward slightly and brought his wand up into his next spell.

“Furnunculus!” he cast, sending a Pimple Jinx which hit McClaggen on his forearm as the other boy moved to deflect it. McClaggen sent back a Bubble Jinx followed by something Harry belatedly recognised as an Insect Jinx – a nasty little spell that caused the victim’s face to transform.

Harry didn’t trust his Mirror Charm to deflect the Bubble Jinx, so jumped to the side to avoid it, then caught the Insect Jinx with a hasty Mirror Charm. While Harry dealt with the Insect Jinx, McClaggen slipped in a quick Tripping Jinx which caught Harry totally unaware.

Almost as if his shoelaces had been tied Harry stumbled and fell over, and only just avoided falling flat onto his face with a quick motion of his free hand. He rolled out the way of another of McClaggen’s spells, then got to his feet shakily.

He grimaced at McClaggen, then thought about his next move. He had to get the other boy back for the Tripping Jinx somehow. He thought about conjuring something, but he could only really manage birds, and birds didn’t seem like the right response.

Harry paused for the briefest of moments to consider what to do next.

“Impedimenta!” Harry said clearly. This time, McClaggen didn’t bother with a Mirror Charm to deflect, instead stepping out of the way of the Impediment Jinx. That was what Harry had been waiting for – while McClaggen was reacting to Harry’s first spell, Harry cast a swift Jelly-Legs Jinx.

“Locomotor wibbly!”

McClaggen’s legs collapsed underneath him, sending him to the floor of the duelling stage. He stuck out a hand to steady himself and prevent his face smacking into the stage. McClaggen scrambled to cast another spell at Harry, but quick as a flash Harry brought his wand up and around into a swirl and caught McClaggen with a Backfiring Jinx.

McClaggen’s own spell rebounded on him, and his face blew up like a balloon. It kept inflating larger and larger until it eventually stopped when McClaggen’s face looked like the back end of a baboon.

Harry thought that was an acceptable response to McClaggen’s Tripping Jinx.

Harry grinned, then readied himself to cast a Disarming Charm, but then on a whim cast a Leek Jinx first. McClaggen’s ears sprouted a pair of massive leeks which grew larger and larger until they started to droop.

“Expelliarmus!” said Harry. McClaggen dropped his wand instantly.

“This bout goes to Mr Potter,” said Flitwick. He made short work of fixing McClaggen’s legs, face, and ear, then turned back to address the spectators. “A very well-timed Backfiring Jinx from Mr Potter decided this duel, I should think—had Mr McClaggen hit Mr Potter’s wand-arm with that Inflation Jinx, we would be having a very different discussion indeed! An excellent example of how the outcome of a duel can change within a single moment! A round of applause for our duellists, please.”

The crowd in the Hall started to clap, and Harry felt the fluttery stirring of pride in his chest. It was good to win, even against McClaggen. He offered his hand to the big Gryffindor before they descended from the stage, and McClaggen shook it, although with enough reluctance Harry could almost taste it.

Harry left the stage while Flitwick announced the next bout, and returned to Tracey and Blaise to watch it, although he couldn’t really concentrate on it after his own match with McClaggen. He watched the remaining first-round bouts disinterestedly, but most of his attention Harry spent on reviewing his own bout with McClaggen. He kept finding places where his footing was off, or where he could have used a different spell.

Harry reluctantly drew himself out of his review when Flitwick announced a brief break between the first and second rounds.

“We all made it through,” Blaise observed in the lull between rounds. “Can’t all make it to the win, though.”

“We’ve got each other next, you and me,” said Tracey, nodding towards the fixtures board where Flitwick was updating the matchups. “It’s exciting!”

“I’d say good luck,” said Blaise with a little smile, “but I wouldn’t mean it.”

“Oh, don’t be so awful,” said Tracey. She pushed against Blaise’s shoulder lightly. “I’ll wish you good luck, anyway,” she said. “Since I only want to beat you if you can put up a good fight.”

“I’m up against Weasley. Er, Fred, not George,” said Harry. “He’s a tricky one…”

Blaise shrugged.

“I’m sure you’ll do fine. That was a good Backfire Jinx, you know. You got it in just at the right time.”

“I almost thought I wouldn’t,” Harry admitted. “I’m glad it worked, though.”

“Flitwick’s starting the second round!” said Tracey. “We should get ready.”

The three young Slytherins got back into place to watch the duels from their side of the duelling stage. The first of the second round of duels was between Draco and Katie Bell, and Harry watched it keenly as whoever won would be Harry’s opponent next. Draco approached his duel with Bell in more or less the same was as he had with Boot, with liberal use of hexes and conjuration. He even trotted out the snake again.

“Ev—evanesco!” said Bell. Her spell did nothing and the snake slithered about, cautious.

“Why is thisss?” Harry just about heard it wonder. “Where am I?”

“But it’s not the snake that’s the problem,” murmured Harry as he watched Draco disarm Bell as she worked on vanishing the snake.

“Evanesco!” tried Bell again. Her second attempt got the job done and the snake vanished into nothingness.

But Harry was more interested in what Draco was using the snake for than in what Bell was doing to combat it. The snakes hadn’t done anything either time Draco had conjured one. Instead, the snake had been a distraction rather than an active danger, and Draco had used it to slip around Bell’s defences while she was busy doing something else. At least Harry could safely ignore the snake, and if it really came down to it, he could just ask it to do something else. Not what he wanted to do, but not a problem, either.

The bout went to Draco for a successful disarming, which meant it was Harry and Fred Weasley next. Harry had watched his first-round match against Chang and found his strategy to be very tricky indeed. Weasley knew a surprising number of obscure spells and wasn’t afraid to use them in weird ways.

“Good luck!” said Tracey as Harry walked onto the stage.

Weasley started the duel not with jinxes or hexes, but a series of bizarre charms which all produced some sort of loud sound, bright light, or strange smell – along with a copious amount of hazy smoke. Smoke seemed to fill the cavernous Great Hall, spewing forth seemingly endlessly from Weasley’s wand.

A bit unsure how to respond, Harry conjured a quick little wind to rid himself of the smoke and smells, then threw out a quick and wide Mirror Charm to block Weasley’s first jinx. Harry planted himself firmly onto the stage floor, not overly keen to move around with all the smoke.

Weasley seemed quite at ease with noises and bright flashing lights, so Harry didn’t fancy his chances with a revisiting of his improvised flashbang – although it remained a decent fall-back option.

So no lights, sounds, or smells for Weasley, Harry thought. What else is there? 

Harry dodged Weasley’s next hex and chanced a bit of transfiguration.

Harry conjured up a little swarm of bees right behind Weasley’s head, and shot off a nice, easy spell-sequence right after to distract from the swarm.

It worked, just about. As Weasley dealt with Harry’s spells using the Mirror Charm, some of the bees stung Weasley, who swore loudly. It gave Harry a chance to fire off a Leek Jinx which hit Weasley on the hand. A pair of long, fat leeks sprouted from the ginger wizard’s ears, and Harry followed the Leek Jinx up with a Twitchy-Ears Hex.

Weasley’s ears – his leeks —started to twitch uncontrollably, and Harry stifled a smile. It wasn’t the time. Weasley didn’t seem to mind the transformation, either, as he was grinning from ear-to-ear –leek-to-leek – at his waggling plants.

Weasley didn’t wait around to give Harry a response. He shot off several spells that produced more loud and flashy effects – bangs and sparks mostly – but which didn’t seem to do much of anything. Harry felt safe enough ignoring them and hit back with a series of hexes. Weasley managed to dodge most of them, although got struck by Harry’s last Knockback Hex. When he recovered from that, he sent back a little charm that hit Harry square in the face.

Harry felt his nose go hot, and it grew larger and rounder until it was a fat, red ball on the centre of his face. It didn’t hurt, but it did make it difficult for Harry to see what he was doing.

General Counterspell? Harry thought. He could try it, maybe dispel the bulbous nose, but then thought the better of it. It could take up too much time and end up not working anyway – much better to stay on the offensive.

Harry slipped in a couple of simple spell sequences to sandwich a more complex series of hexes, but maddeningly, Weasley deflected or dodged them all with seemingly no effort at all. He barely moved. Weasley sent another flurry of pointless, silly spells at Harry, some of which Harry needed to jump out of the way to avoid.

Harry fought to control his frustration. Most of Weasley’s spells didn’t do anything, or if they did, it was something silly – one turned the skin of Harry’s left hand into a sparkly rainbow pattern. But they would surely result in Weasley accruing a decent number of points just for the hits, let alone whatever he could grab for style. Harry had to end the duel decisively, or he would lose on points when Flitwick called time.

Harry moved out of the way of another silly spell, stepping to the left with a jerky motion, and considered his options. He could try a Tripping Jinx, and then a Disarming Charm as Weasley fell. Weasley had decent footwork, but maybe…

No chance, Harry thought.

How about conjuring ice? Harry wondered. Ice on the stage, then a Knockback Hex… But Harry hadn’t done any practise with conjuring ice. Instead, Harry cast his flashbang combination twice in quick succession, then fired off a Disarming Charm with as much iron as he could muster at Weasley.

“Expelliarmus!” shouted Harry.

Light shot from Harry’s wand and hit Weasley on the leg. Fortunately, the older wizard dropped his wand. Harry sighed in relief –he didn’t think he could have managed the full five minutes with all of Weasley’s antics.

“This duel goes to Mr Potter,” said Flitwick. “An interesting display from both of our competitors—I daresay the most flamboyant of the duels we’ve seen so far tonight! Well done to both of them! Now, boys, if you would both come here so I can get to undoing all those spells…” said the little wizard.

Flitwick made short work of Fred’s twitching leeks for ears but spent a bit longer undoing the various strange effects Weasley had applied to Harry. As the two boys returned to their friends, Fred stopped Harry.

“Nice duel, that,” said Fred. “Good work on the ears. No hard feelings—I had fun!” He offered Harry a hand, which Harry took and shook. “Hopefully you’ll beat Malfoy.”

“Er, yeah, it was good,” said Harry. “But—thanks.”

Fred grinned and walked off, and Harry re-joined Tracey and Blaise to watch the next duel between George Weasley and Hermione Granger.

“Ooh, well done, Harry!” said Tracey quietly. “That was good! I’ve got to find out where Weasley got some of those spells!”

“I can’t imagine either of them has ever cracked open a library book,” said Blaise, “so God knows where he got them from…”

George Weasley’s strategy and tactics didn’t seem to differ much from those of his twin, at least as far as Harry could tell. Both favoured similar spells with funny rather than harmful effects, and both were surprisingly good at the actual wandwork. Weasley’s approach appeared to frustrate Granger, who had some trouble finding an effective response. She tried firing off standard spell sequences between her deflections of Weasley’s few – but well-placed – jinxes, but Weasley had a silly counter to all of them.

Where possible, it appeared to Harry that Weasley was trying to enrage Granger with his silliness and general demeanour. He landed a spell that made her shoes bright pink; another that added big frilly bits to the ends of her robes; and yet another that made her bushy hair shine with rainbow glitter. To her credit Granger managed a series of flawless Mirror Charms, with her wand in exactly the right place to reflect Weasley’s spells back at him – but none of them worked because Weasley wasn’t using jinxes.

It was a good tactic, Harry thought, especially against someone like Granger. Weasley kept racking up points for hits and probably for style, too, while Granger became ever more flustered at her inability to score a hit despite her technically correct form and casting.

Harry thought it would have worked and won Weasley the duel if Granger hadn’t got a hold of herself. Instead, Granger seemed to realise that Weasley expected her to fall back into the spell sequences she had learned and drilled and memorised – so she stopped using them. It was a risky move, at least in Harry’s estimation, as Granger had probably spent the past few weeks perfecting all the things they’d been shown.

Granger conjured a little flock of needle-nosed birds and sent them flying at Weasley with a nifty little charm Harry wanted to look up later. Then, without missing a beat, produced a series of flashes and bangs at either side of Weasley’s head. While he was dazed from the flashes, Granger sent a flurry of little spells at him, ones that mimicked the silly spells he’d used on her. A colour change for his robes – to bright yellow – and a spell that gave his shoes little wings. While Weasley dealt with the birds pecking at his head, Granger got off a sneaky little Disarming Charm that sent Weasley’s wand twitching out of his hand.

“Oho!” said Flitwick. “A very colourful duel indeed! A round of applause to our duellists for a very entertaining bout! It does of course go to Miss Granger for the successful disarmament of Mr Weasley—but were the bout to be decided on points, it would have been much harder to pick a winner. A very stylish bout, I must say. Now, our next duel—and the final duel of the second round—will be between Miss Davis and Mr Zabini, but first I should fix the, ah, products of our last duel.” He beckoned Granger and Weasley closer to him and went through all of the spells, reversing them, until Weasley stopped him.

“I want to keep the wings on the shoes for a bit, if that’s alright,” Harry heard Weasley say. Flitwick let him, although Harry couldn’t imagine why anyone would want a pair of useless little wings on their shoes.

“Good luck!” said Harry to Tracey and Blaise as they walked up onto the stage. He didn’t know who he wanted to win. He was better friends with Tracey, but Blaise had the more interesting duelling styles. He decided to be completely neutral. Whoever was the best duellist would win, and that would hopefully be the end of it. No arguments, no bad feelings. In theory.

Harry reckoned it was possible for either of them to win. Tracey could stall Blaise with her defensive approach and mastery of the Mirror Charm for the full five minutes. But Blaise was fast with his spells and had developed quite the nasty repertoire of jinxes and hexes if his earlier duel with Susan had been any indication, so it could go either way.

The two young Slytherins traded spells with one another as soon as the countdown ended, although neither of them really managed to gain an advantage. Blaise kept up his barrage of spells, but Tracey kept up with her Mirror Charms and nimble footwork too. The duel dragged on until the five-minute mark, when Flitwick decided it in favour of Tracey on the basis of points scored.

It was a boring strategy, and not one Harry would have wanted to employ, but he did have to admit it got the job done. Blaise left the stage with a sour look on his face. As happy as Harry was for Tracey, he wouldn’t have wanted to lose that way either.

“Er, well done, Tracey,” said Harry. “Bad luck, Blaise. Still, you both did well.”

“I don’t know if your little bit will work against Granger, though,” said Blaise tersely. “You’ve got her in the semis.”

Tracey frowned.

“Ooh, I know,” she said in agreement. “I bet she’ll use those birds again and I’ve not even tried with vanishment so I don’t fancy my chances. But I’ll give it a go.”

“And you’ve got Draco,” said Blaise, turning towards Harry. “I’d hoped to have him in the finals, wipe that smug smile off his face. You’ve seen how he’s been the last couple of weeks? Sneaking off to God knows where and coming back conjuring bloody snakes? The most we’ve tried in class is water and everyone’s here with birds and snakes and all sorts… So, I mean, win if you can. It’s the next best thing to me beating him, anyway.”

Harry nodded.

“I’ll try. Honestly I’m a bit surprised he’s managing snakes that big. I can do bees, but I’ve been trying really hard… Snakes…” said Harry. Thinking on it, Draco’s sudden ability to conjure snakes was an oddity. Conjuration was one of the more difficult disciplines within transfiguration, with only little bits and pieces taught before third year at the earliest. For Draco to conjure snakes was an impressive feat, and Harry wondered if maybe he’d found an upper year to give him pointers.

He didn’t have any more time to think on it, however, as Flitwick called both he and Draco up onto the stage for the first of the semi-final matches. The winner of their bout would go on to face Granger or Tracey in the final.

Flitwick counted them in, and Harry shot off a couple of nice jinxes to start, although Draco deflected both of them. Draco didn’t waste any time with the duel, starting with his sequence of hexes, all of which Harry had to physically dodge. Harry hated having to do it, since if it came down to points he would suffer for ‘excessive movement’, but it was the only option.

“Impedimenta!” Harry cast as he stepped out of his dodge. “Flippendo!” 

Both spells flew true, but Draco deflected the jinx and stepped aside to avoid the hex.

Harry conjured up some bees again, confident he could manage the feat now that he’d done it under similar conditions once before. He brought them into existence just to the side of Draco’s face to apply the maximum pressure, then hit him with a Nudging Charm while he was distracted.

Harry followed that up with his sonic boom, which sent Draco staggering back a few steps, although not quite as far as Harry would have liked. Draco recovered quickly and vanished the bees with an easy flick of his wand, then sent back a nasty little torrent of hexes, including particularly worrisome Toenail Growing Hex which Harry didn’t want to get hit by. He dodged them, then did his little flashbang to stall for time.

Draco was better at duelling than he had any right to be. Better than Harry could have expected given Draco’s usual performance at school. Harry wasn’t quite sure how to approach the problem. Draco had always been better at transfiguration and seemed to have got vanishment down on his own. The limited number of things Harry could conjure were essentially useless to him. Bees might serve as a nice distraction, and possibly he could steal Granger’s trick with the attacking birds, but Draco would just vanish them.

Draco had excellent reflexes, which Harry had known already from the various flying events they’d both competed in, so Harry knew that Draco could dodge. Catching him unaware would be a difficult task, although Harry was sure it was at least possible. And Draco hadn’t conjured his snake yet, either, so Harry had to watch for that. He didn’t want to speak Parseltongue accidentally.

Harry took a sheaf out of Weasley’s book and sent over a Fart Charm, a little spell commonly used by the lower years as a practical joke on their friends, right under Draco’s nose. Draco wrinkled his nose and Harry could tell it had worked, so he cast his flashbang again and followed it up with a Twitchy-Ears Hex. He felt it was a bit boring to use the same spells over and over, but they were the ones he’d practised and knew he could get out under pressure, so they would have to do.

The hex hit Draco as the other boy stood, blinking, after Harry’s flashbang, and his ears started to twitch.

Draco’s face contorted into a scowl and he sent back a tricky little sequence of two of the nastier jinxes sandwiching a Knee-Reversal Hex. Harry quickly reflected the jinxes with Mirror Charms, but the Knee-Reversal Hex hit him square in the chest. Instantly, Harry’s knees migrated to the other side of his legs, and his centre of gravity shifted awkwardly.

“Fuck,” Harry muttered to himself. That wasn’t good at all. He only knew how to walk the normal way around after all, but he couldn’t spare time to fix it now. He didn’t even know how to fix it, since he assumed the General Counterspell wouldn’t work.

There was nothing to do but try to stand still, which was only the least bad of all his options.

There was nothing to do but try a Disarming Charm. If Harry could end the duel, it wouldn’t matter that his knees bent the wrong way. The charm hit Draco right on the wand hand, but his wand stayed exactly where it was.

Harry caught a flash of something behind Draco’s eyes before Draco conjured up another snake about a foot away from Harry. Harry wasn’t overly concerned by the snake, which was confused rather than aggressive, so he ignored it in favour of watching Draco. He got off a few more minor jinxes, although was unsurprised when Draco deflected them with his Mirror Charm. Harry sent over a quick Colour Change Charm, which struck Draco’s robes and changed his Slytherin green to Gryffindor red.

While Harry was occupied with that, Draco hit him with a Disarming Charm. Immediately Harry felt the impulse to just drop his wand, but he fought it. He didn’t want to lose to Draco, not on points or because of disarmament. Fortunately Harry kept his own wand in hand, and even managed to cast a quick Stinging Jinx that hit Draco just above the knee.

Unfortunately, Draco ignored the Stinging Jinx and cast an Insect Jinx right at Harry’s head. Harry shivered as his eyes melted from his face and reformed into big, buggy compound eyes protruding from his face, and his hair shrunk back into his head whilst a pair of antennae sprouted instead. His mouth reconfigured into an insectoid shape, his jaw replaced by mandibles and maxillae and a selection of other parts Harry had no name for but which now clicked and twitched on his own face.

Harry knew then that he’d lost the duel. They weren’t due to start non-verbal casting until fourth year, so with the change in shape of his mouth and the loss of his tongue, that was that.

Draco waited just long enough for Harry’s head to finish the transformation into its insectoid form before casting another Disarming Charm. Harry felt it hit and gripped his wand as tight as he could. After keeping his wand in hand long enough that everyone could see it was Harry’s choice to let it go, Harry dropped it.

Draco vanished his own snake.

Harry’s chest tightened and his face went hot. He’d lost, but there was no point dragging out the inevitable, even though inside he was furious at himself. If he hadn’t been hit with the Knee-Reversal Hex, maybe it would have gone differently… but that was pointless to think about.

He’d been hit with the Insect Jinx as well and hanging on without being able to cast a single spell would have been futile, after all. Harry only half-listened as Flitwick recapped the bout. He knew why he’d lost, and he knew what he’d done right – no need to listen to the little wizard as he praised Draco’s performance.

To make it all worse, Harry had to wait until Flitwick reversed all the spells to pick up his wand, as he didn’t trust his reversed knees enough to try it on himself. Falling over would make the ordeal of losing to Draco in the semi-final of the tournament even worse.

Harry put on a friendly face as he shook Draco’s hand after the bout but returned to his friends with a big grimace on his face.

“That was rough, mate,” said Blaise, clapping his hand on Harry’s back. “There’s always next time. I’ll fight you for the chance.”

Harry grunted in response. Embarrassing is what it was. But then, Blaise had lost to Tracey in the second round, so at least Harry had made it to the semi-final…

“Ooh, I’m gutted for you,” said Tracey. “But I’ve got to go—Flitwick’s calling me for my duel with Granger…”

“It’s alright,” said Harry. “Win, so you can beat Draco, yeah?”

“I’ll try!” said Tracey with a toothy grin.

Harry tried to settle and watch Tracey’s duel with Granger, but he couldn’t quite manage it. He kept running over the duel with Draco in his head, trying to find ways he could have improved his performance. Tracey lost to Granger, anyway.

Harry paid a little more attention to Granger’s duel with Draco, since it was the last chance to see Draco lose that day, but by the end he wished he hadn’t got his hopes up. Granger lasted near enough the full five minutes but got disarmed just before Flitwick called time by a clever little Knockback Hex to her wand hand.

Flitwick pronounced Draco the winner of the Novices’ tournament and sent everyone away to get ready for dinner. Harry accompanied his friends to the dungeon with a great big scowl on his face at the outcome.

His bad mood didn’t go away until long after dinner.
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The next day, after both of their losses in the semi-final of the duelling tournament, Tracey asked Harry to be her partner for the paired tournament to be held over the next week.

“I’m really good at defence,” said Tracey after she caught Harry just before he left the Common Room to meet with Madam Hooch, “but not that good with, you know, attacking. But you’re really good at jinxes and hexes and, erm, well… just with the Mirror Charm you’re…”

“Shit?” offered Harry.

“Well, I wasn’t going to go that far,” said Tracey, “because you have got a lot better, but I just thought that we would make a good team, that’s all. And I know Blaise isn’t interested in the paired competition so it would be nice if we could do that together, wouldn’t it? If you don’t want to…”

Harry shook his head. Tracey’s offer did make a lot of sense. He’d got better with the Mirror Charm, but better still wasn’t good, and he needed a partner for the doubles competition anyway. Tracey’s defensive prowess seemed like just the thing Harry needed to complement his own abilities.

“No, I think it’s a great idea!” he said. “I did want to do the pairs but wasn’t sure I could find a partner… So let’s do it.”

“Ooh, brilliant!” said Tracey. She drew Harry into a hug.

“I’ve got a place in the dungeons where I like practise,” said Harry. “I’ll have to show it to you later, though—I’m going to be late to meet Hooch if I stay much longer. See you later?”

“See you later,” said Tracey. “I’ve got to go meet Millie and Daph anyway—we’re going over the Alchemy homework to get it out of the way! Good luck with Hooch, though.”

Harry thanked her and then left the dungeons, heading towards Hooch’s little office. He didn’t think the meeting was anything bad – he knew he’d qualified for all of the events he’d tried for, whether in the free or standardised competitions – but that didn’t stop a kernel of worry from forming. But he was obviously Hogwarts’s best chance at success in the frees given his Firebolt, so Harry supposed it could always be worse. One less thing to worry about.

Just as Harry arrived at Hooch’s office, the Weasley twins were leaving it, great big smiles plastered over their faces. They nodded to Harry as they walked past but didn’t stop to talk – which was fine with him. The Weasley twins were unpredictable at the best of times, and even though Fred had been quite jovial after Harry had beaten him in the duelling, Harry was still wary of some sort of retaliation.

Once the twins were gone, Harry knocked the door and waited for Hooch to call him inside.

“Come on in,” said Hooch. “We haven’t got all day!”

Harry slipped inside the little office and closed the door behind him.

“Ah, Potter!” said Hooch. “Wonderful, just the lad I was hoping to see. It’s nothing bad, so don’t you worry about that, but we have some administrative business to get through. Yes, I’m not exactly thrilled about it either,” said Hooch when she noticed Harry’s expression. “But there we are. Now, you’ve qualified for all the events you tried out for—well done—but I don’t want to put you through for all of them. It’s not a slight on your skill—it’s just we’ve got a lot of qualifying students and not that many places in the competition. Although, if you’re willing, I do want you flying in all the frees. That Firebolt of yours is our best broom in the competition, and with you flying it we should have a good go at the win.”

Harry hadn’t expected to fly in every event of the competition. Not that he wouldn’t have given it a go, but it seemed like a bit much, especially with the duelling to think about. A handful of events seemed much more manageable. He just had to pick which ones.

“I wanted to do at least one of the standardised flying competitions,” said Harry. “Er, I’d thought maybe the relay or the speed racing? But I’ll fly in the marathon, speed, and hazards for the frees.” He paused. “But I do really want to do at least one of the standardised ones. If that’s okay.”

“I’ll put you in for the standard relay,” said Hooch after a few moments. “And three of the frees, if you’re sure you’re up to it. I think that you are, but it is up to you in the end. We’ll have you in the standard relay, but not the free. That seems fair.”

Harry paused to think about it. The loss of his Firebolt in the free relay would hit Hogwarts quite hard, but it left open the opportunity to do the free speed, hazard, or marathon…

“I’m really happy with that,” Harry said. “I think I can do that. If you don’t mind saying, who else is in the frees?”

“We’ve got a few on Nimbus 2000s, one on that new Whitestar model, and a couple on 2001s, but you’re the only Firebolt on our side,” said Hooch. “I’ve heard chat of at least one of the Beauxbatons lot having a Firebolt, but I’ve not been able to substantiate that… And there’s bound to be at least one with a Hayami of some sort.” Harry had meant the people rather than the brooms they were riding, but Hooch seemed to consider that and added, “On our side, Montague, Malfoy, Diggory… a few others. You’ll find out when I post the list. For the other schools we’ll all have to wait until Hallowe’en. Now, if that’s all, I’ve got to fill in the parchmentwork for all this. God, it’s going to take me hours…” she said with a heavy sigh and a glance at the stacks of parchment littering her desk.

“Thank you, Madam Hooch!” said Harry. He left the office feeling quite pleased with his choices.

Harry wanted to get on with practising for the doubles with Tracey, but she had plans to do homework with Daphne and Millicent, so Harry headed back to the Common Room to find Theodore. Theodore, who hadn’t signed up for any of the Triwizard events, could – unique amongst Harry’s friends – be counted to be where he usually was.

Harry found Theodore tucked away in an alcove in the Slytherin Common Room surrounded by stacks of parchment and his school textbooks. He looked up when Harry arrived but didn’t say anything.

“I qualified for the flying,” Harry said once he’d cleared a chair of books and sat down. “All eight events, but Hooch said it would be better not to do them all, so I chose four of them. Three of the frees, and one of the standards, just because… well, you know.”

Theodore nodded slowly.

“Well done, Harry. I’m sure you’ll do well. Draco was saying he’s qualified for a bunch, too. He’s over there with Pansy and the rest of them,” said Theodore with a little glance over at where Draco sat surrounded by his little gang of underlings. “He asked me to join them, but I said I had work to do…” Theodore paused, then continued in a low whisper. “He’s been an arse since last night when he won the duelling.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” said Harry. Draco was always at least a bit of an arse, but he’d been especially smug since his win the night before. “How has he even managed to get so good at transfiguration, anyway? He wasn’t bad last year, right, but that snake… That’s loads more than we’ve done in classes.”

“He must have been practising,” said Theodore. “And you managed those bees, didn’t you? I haven’t tried anything like that, especially not in the middle of a duel.”

“It’s not the same,” muttered Harry. Of course, Harry thought bees might have been – technically – more complicated than snakes, but the size of the snake had been something else… “I reckon he’s had some help from an upper year.”

“So what if he has?” said Theodore. “I don’t think it’s against the rules. I’m sure one of them would give you some tips, if you asked them, anyway. I think Draco’s just been practising really hard—you know how he’s been. Whenever he’s not been out flying, he’s been off somewhere on his own. We’ve barely seen him since we got back to school—not that that’s a problem.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re probably right,” Harry said, although he wasn’t quite convinced. He decided to change the topic. “What are you doing, anyway?”

“I was doing the Alchemy homework, then I realised there was a bit I read in the arithmancy book that was useful, and then I remembered something Flitwick said, so… I had to redo everything,” explained Theodore. “Started the whole thing over on a new sheaf.”

“Er, do you mind if I have a look? I’m about half done with my Alchemy homework but I’ve not done anything like that,” said Harry. “I won’t copy, just…”

“Go ahead,” said Theodore.

“Nice one!” said Harry. “I’ll be back in a minute—just going to get my stuff!”

Harry left Theodore to go and grab his school things, and then when he returned, went over the Alchemy homework with him. The other boy’s insights gave Harry quite a lot of content to add and work into his own homework, so Harry spent the rest of the afternoon doing his homework with Theodore.

Harry had wanted to go and do duelling practise with Tracey, but she hadn’t come back from the library with Daphne and Millicent, and the homework did need to be done, so it wasn’t a total loss.

*

Harry didn’t get a chance to practise for the paired duelling with Tracey until the next day, but after breakfast he brought her to his dungeon practise room to start work. Paired duelling was all about synchronicity and complementary actions, and that would take a lot of work.

“How do you think we should do this?” Harry asked, leaning his chair against the dungeon wall. “I was thinking that we need to figure out how to stand—I know it sounds simple but we need to get everything right and if we’re standing in the wrong places I reckon our whole strategy will go to shit. I even read in that duelling circular that bad footwork can lose a duel.”

“No, I think that’s the right way of looking at it,” agreed Tracey. “I’ll stand in front of you, so I can catch any jinxes, but you’ll still have to watch out for other things because the Mirror Charm won’t work for everything, will it? I think I can try to take on most of the spellfire though, you know, tempt them enough to ignore you. And I’m good at dodging and jumping out of the way.”

“You are, actually,” Harry said. “How’d you learn that?”

Tracey flushed red.

“I auditioned for WADA, but they didn’t take me,” she said. “It was a load of dancing and singing and stuff like that—I used to practise all the time and I can still do some of it… It’s never been useful until now, to be honest.”

“Oh,” said Harry. “That makes sense, actually. Well, fair enough. I think that would work, too. I’ll still have to be wary of hexes, but if you can draw most of the fire, we should be able to do it. Who do you think is doing Flitwick’s doubles tournament?

“Well, not Draco,” said Tracey. “He doesn’t have a partner and honestly I think he thinks it’s beneath him. Blaise is the same, mind, so it’s not just Draco being a shit. Erm, I don’t reckon we’ll see Granger in it, either. But I think those Weasley twins are in it together, and I know Ernie and Susan are trying for it, too. I heard Katie Bell talking with the other girl from the Gryffindor team, Alicia I think her name is,” continued Tracey. “So all of them, at least.”

“Why d’you think Granger won’t be trying? It seems like she’d want every chance possible in the competition.”

“Oh, um, well,” said Tracey, “I don’t like to gossip, you know me, but… she doesn’t have any friends.”

“Still?” asked Harry. “I thought she was mates with Longbottom.”

Tracey shrugged.

“She was, I think, but he’s friends with those boys now—the Irish one and the other Weasley, you know, those ones. Anyway, she spends all her time in the library—Florence said Granger’s always there when she goes in, and Florence goes in there to hide from Pansy a lot, so…”

Harry nodded. That did make sense. He felt bad for even thinking it, but Granger was a nightmare to be around, so hearing she didn’t have any friends was perhaps the least surprising thing he’d heard all year.

“Shall we try out some manoeuvres, then?” asked Harry. “I think we should start with the paired spell sequences—you need good timing for those so we’ll need loads of practise. And we can see how our positioning is, too.”

“Yep! Let’s go!” said Tracey.

The two of them spent the rest of the morning working on the few paired spell sequences Flitwick had shown them and demonstrated with Professor Snape. It was tough going at first, as they each had their own rhythm and general flow when it came to spellcasting, but Harry thought that by the end of their session, they’d done quite well. Well enough to walk into the coming Tuesday session of Duelling Club with a bit of confidence, anyway.

“So hungry… Don’t want to wait…” Harry heard as the pair of young Slytherins were resting before getting ready to go to lunch. “Too long…”

“Ugh,” groaned Harry. “That guy’s been doing my head in for ages now,” he said. “Can you hear him? He’s always shouting like that! He’s a bloody nuisance.”

Tracey looked at him as if he’d grown an extra head.

“Hear who? I didn’t hear anyone.”

“Really?” asked Harry. “Are you sure? I’ve been hearing him since I got down here, in bits and pieces anyway. He’s always bloody hungry, and he shouts about it. I reckon he’s somewhere near, maybe underneath this room.”

Tracey shook her head.

“I haven’t heard anyone. But, maybe your hearing is just better than mine?” she suggested. She paused to listen. “No, nothing. Well, I can hear the pipes—they’re always rattling aren’t they? But I can’t hear anyone shouting. Not that I think you didn’t, I just don’t hear anything. Anyway, shall we get to lunch?”

Harry nodded. He didn’t understand why Tracey wouldn’t have heard the other person shouting about being hungry, but maybe he really did have better hearing than Tracey. Stranger things had happened, after all.

They went to lunch and after that didn’t bother to go back to practising. They’d spent enough of the morning at it, and Harry wanted to go flying, anyway. So Harry spent his afternoon up in the air, and forgot all about strange noises in the dungeons.

*

At Tuesday’s session of Duelling Club Flitwick had all the hopeful doubles competitors sort into their pairs, and drilled them in the basics of paired duelling, as they’d mainly focused on the singles up until that point. The overall feel and flow of paired duels was different enough that Harry was glad to have had the extra bit of instruction.

Harry thought he and Tracey performed quite well. Well enough that Harry thought they had a chance at progression to the Pariturium, anyway. He did think the Weasleys were the pair to watch for Flitwick’s tournament on the very last Tuesday session of the Duelling Club before the Tournament began, though. They were tricky and worked better together than any of the other pairs.

When the last Tuesday before the Tournament came, Harry was itching to go. He and Tracey had spent near enough every spare moment practising for Flitwick’s selection tournament, so Harry felt like they had a good chance. Even if they didn’t win, Harry thought they were a definite shoe-in for selection, anyway.

After a quick look at the fixtures board Harry realised he and Tracey’s first duel was the very second duel of the night.

“We’ve not got long to wait, look,” Harry said, nudging Tracey. “Second match.”

“I’m glad to see that, to be honest,” Tracey said. “At least we haven’t got to wait ages and ages. And we’re definitely going to win because we’re up against Finnegan and Thomas.”

Harry wouldn’t have been quite so blasé about it, but he thought so too.

“Settle down, settle down!” called Flitwick to the rowdy students – and staff – in the Great Hall. As the last of Flitwick’s qualifying events, the Novices’ tournament was well attended although not quite as full as the Juniors’ had been. Harry didn’t mind that overly much – the standard of duelling wasn’t as good, and if he’d been a spectator he’d have preferred the Juniors’ event, too. “This is the very last chance for our Novice hopefuls to show off their skills and win themselves a place in the Pariturium. As we are all more than familiar with the process by now I shall not dally with endless explanation—we shall get right down to it. As with the previous events we’ve held the second and third year Novices who have signed up will face off amongst each other in a simple knock-out tournament until one pair is crowned the winner. We have eight brave pairs, all of whom have agreed to participate, so let us see how will win! Now, without further delay, let us begin!”

Flitwick called up the first pairs to duel – Katie Bell and Pippa Dawlish, another Gryffindor,  against Eddie Carmichael and Marcus Belby – and Harry settled in to watch. They were all third years, which meant they had a few more spells in their arsenal than the second years did – although Harry did think the second years had put up a good enough fight.

But the third years had much more practise with transfiguration and more advanced charms, so Harry supposed they were a little showier. Dawlish and Bell beat Belby and Carmichael and, after a brief explanation of why, Flitwick called up the next duellists.

“Next up to duel are Harry Potter and Tracey Davis of Slytherin, and Dean Thomas and Seamus Finnegan of Gryffindor,” Flitwick said. “Please ascend to the stage now, if you would.”

Harry didn’t waste any time. He’d got used to performing in front of a crowd by then, which was good considering the Pariturium would be held in front of vastly more people, so he didn’t even worry about tripping and making a tit of himself anymore. Well, mostly, anyway.

Harry and Tracey arranged themselves on the stage in front of Thomas and Finnegan. Harry made sure his feet were in the right places, and held his wand just so, and then took a glance at Tracey to make sure she was doing the same. Then, while Harry waited for Flitwick to count them in, he had a look over his opponents.

Footwork looks poor, Harry noted. The two boys didn’t appear to be standing in the right places for a typical doubles strategy – they simply stood next to one another. Thomas looked like he was attempting a basic duelling stance, but Finnegan didn’t seem to have bothered.

“On my count,” said Flitwick. Harry waited for the count to end, dipped into a bow, and then took one step backwards.

He and Tracey had practised this, both on their own and in Flitwick’s doubles prep session. Tracey would stick out and make herself look like an appealing target, and Harry would try to look like he was hiding. If they took the bait and went for Harry, Tracey could deflect spells with her Mirror Charms. If they didn’t, she could do that anyway. It was a solid technique. Harry had read about it more than once. The only problem was that they weren’t quite sure how well they could pull it off in a proper duel.

That’s what this is for, I suppose, Harry thought.

For the first few seconds, nobody moved or said anything. Finnegan and Thomas seemed content to wait for Harry and Tracey to make the first move. Harry glanced at Tracey and nodded.

She stepped forward and cast a Tickling Charm at Finnegan. He deflected it with a clumsy Mirror Charm. While Finnegan dealt with that Thomas cast a spell of his own.

“Petrificus totalus!” he said, voice unsteady.

Harry took a second to judge whether he had to move or not, but then stayed put – he had to trust in Tracey, trust that their strategy would work, or there was no point in it. Quick as a flash Tracey stepped left and caught the jinx with her Mirror Charm, sending it near enough right back at Thomas.

Thomas jumped out of the way.

Loss of points for style, Harry thought. Good. And it broke the other boy’s flow enough that Harry felt confident in a follow up. He’d practised a lot with the Pimple Jinx combo, so he dropped into it, aimed it right at the retreating Thomas. Harry moved his wand through the sideways U of the Pimple Jinx, then spoke the incantation for the spell.

“Furnunculus!” said Harry. He followed it up with the sharp jab of the Stinging Jinx, which hit Thomas square on forehead, then pressed on with a Knockback. “Flippendo!”

The Knockback Hex caught Thomas on the knee and sent him staggering back further, which was more or less what Harry had wanted. Harry nodded to himself. Their strategy was working – Tracey was even peppering Finnegan with a series of annoying little Nudging Charms.

Not all of them hit, but as Finnegan had to jump to avoid some, that was still a positive sign.

What to do next? Harry wondered. He kept position just behind Tracey and mulled over his options. Their strategy was to allow Harry to do all of the more offensive manoeuvres, as Tracey wasn’t particularly good with jinxes. But there were so many to choose from Harry almost couldn’t decide.

Bees, he decided. That little transfiguration trick was more than the second years could reliably handle, and if he aimed it just right…

Harry took a deep breath and conjured a small swarm of bees directly between Finnegan and Thomas. Immediately both boys shot off in different directions, all thoughts about points for style lost to the aether. Finnegan waved his arms about in the air uselessly, swatting at bees only to make them ever angrier.

Thomas fared a little better, at least to Harry’s eye – he was at least using his wand. But the bees worked and allowed Tracey to catch both boys with quick little Colour-Change Charms to their sport robes.

In a split second decision Harry chose his next move.

“Expelliarmus!” Harry said with a sharp jab of his wand at Thomas. He’d Disarmed the boy before, so he knew he could do it. If he could remove Thomas from the duel Finnegan would be child’s play.

The scarlet light hit Thomas, who was still trying to vanish the bees to little success, and sent the Gryffindor boy’s wand flying. Thomas shuffled off the stage awkwardly in search of his wand, and Harry focused his attention to their remaining opponent.

One down, Harry thought. He tapped Tracey with his spare hand, their signal for when he thought they could end the duel. Harry knew he could have disarmed Finnegan, but they’d agreed to let Tracey give it a go at least once.

She didn’t try it right away. Instead, she hit out with a series of minor jinxes.

“Tarantallegra!” she said, although it went wide. She tried a Leg-Locker after that, which Finnegan deflected with a Mirror Charm. “Locomotor wibbly!”

The Jelly-Legs Jinx hit Finnegan on the hand, and he soon started to sway and wobble.

“Yes!” Harry heard Tracey say. Well, that was fair enough – she’d had trouble with the Jelly-Legs during Duelling Club sessions.

She didn’t wait around.

“Expelliarmus!” she said while Finnegan wobbled across the stage. The Disarming Charm hit and the boy’s wand went clattering to the floor, and Flitwick concluded the duel.

“The bout goes to Harry Potter and Tracey Davis!” Flitwick said. “Commiserations to Dean Thomas and Seamus Finnegan. Come over here, lads, and we’ll get you sorted out…”

Harry and Tracey returned to the competitors’ place on the far side of the stage to watch the next few bouts and wait until their next one.

“That was great!” Tracey said while they waited for the next duel to begin. “I didn’t think I was going to disarm him, but I managed it! I’m so happy with that.”

“Me, too,” Harry said. “You were great with those Nudging Charms—if we hadn’t got them disarmed we’d have won on points.”

“Definitely,” agreed Tracey. “I mean, Finnegan and Thomas weren’t proper competition, but… well… it was still nice to win, wasn’t it?”

Harry nodded. After that it was a while to their next duel, the semi-finals – against fellow second years Kevin Entwhistle and Lily Moon – which they won although it did drag on until near the end. Entwhistle was a bugger with charms, and he and Moon had clearly studied duelling strategies at least as well as Harry and Tracey had. In the end it hadn’t been enough, but Harry was still pretty impressed by their opponents’ performance.

The final round of Flitwick’s little tournament saw Harry and Tracey face off against the Weasley twins.

“This’ll be hard,” Harry murmured to Tracey as they climbed onto the stage. The Weasley twins had all the advantages of being twin brothers who knew each other better than anyone, and an extra year’s education to boot. Still, Harry thought he and Tracey stood a good chance if they could get past the twins’ weird tricks.

“We can do it!” Tracey said, although she didn’t sound convinced.

“On my count,” cautioned Flitwick, and Harry moved his attention to the twins. He bowed, then got ready with a Mirror Charm. His and Tracey’s usual strategy might not work against the chaos of the twins, so they’d agreed to try something a little bit different.

The twins didn’t hang about. One of them – George, perhaps – conjured confetti all over Harry and Tracey. The other one – Fred, Harry decided – followed it up with glitter. While Harry found himself dusted with confetti and glitter, a foul smell filled the air around him.

A bloody Fart Charm, Harry thought. At least the Weasleys were true to form.

“Furnunculus!” Harry said, stepping through the glitterbomb to cast a Pimple Jinx. The Weasley Harry was calling George met it with a Mirror Charm and sent the jinx careening into the Great Hall wall. Fred Weasley struck Harry with a Colour-Change Charm while he was distracted.

Shit, Harry thought. He couldn’t even blame Tracey for the hit, since a Mirror Charm couldn’t do a thing against a bloody charm. Instead, Tracey was working on sending a flurry of Nudging Charms over at the twins. Several of them hit, but both Fred and George were nimble, and clearly adept at dodging. Harry conjured some bees around Fred while Tracey got to work, then cast a little wind to get rid of the swirling clouds of glitter and confetti.

But not even the bees gave them much time. George vanished the bees easy as that, which Harry was surprised at, as the Weasley twins weren’t notorious for their academic prowess. Harry ducked to avoid Fred’s Insect Jinx and then hit out with a Knockback Hex.

It missed.

For fuck’s sake… Harry thought.

Fred cast more confetti and sent it swirling around little a little tornado while George added to it with glitter once again.

What’s the point in this? Harry wondered. They’d win points for style, Harry supposed, but it was just annoying rather than anything else. Fart Charms, Colour-Changes, Nudging Charms and all the rest were of little use. Why not do a Jelly-Legs, or a Body-Bind, or … something more aggressive?

Next to Harry, Tracey retched. Another Fart Charm, Harry assumed. The twins seemed content to just play about, dodging and dancing and casting silly charms, which meant Harry and Tracey would need to launch an all-out offensive.

“Try a Stickfast,” Harry murmured. It was one of the more difficult spells they’d tried out, but Tracey had taken to it better than Harry, and if they could stick one of the twins to the stage…

Tracey nodded and tried it out. She spent precious moments working through the spell and in the end, it didn’t work. George just moved out of the way. Almost before Tracey was finished with her Stickfast Hex Fred conjured ice right underneath Harry and Tracey. Fortunately for Harry, one of his feet was off the ice.

I’m fine if I don’t move, Harry thought. Easier said than done, but he planted his feet firmly in place, keeping his free foot on the ground. Tracey fared a little worse – already having to dodge George’s Knockback Hex, her feet were moving, and the ice made it tricky to keep her footing. She stumbled and Harry had to grab her to stop her from falling.

While Harry and Tracey fought with the ice, Fred and George conjured another glitterbomb. Confetti and glitter swirled all around, a great big mess that whipped up and around and around and around.

“Thanks,” muttered Tracey. “This is really hard! They won’t stay still.” She knocked back a jinx with a well-placed Mirror Charm.

“I know,” Harry said. “Let’s get rid of this ice…”

Of course, he couldn’t vanish it, as he’d had little luck with that, but he cast a little fire at it to melt it at least.

Harry sent his sonic boom and flash bang at the twins while he thought about what to do. They couldn’t keep on like that, as eventually the twins would win on points. He had to try getting their wands away from them, which meant hitting them with a Disarming Charm. Or a Stinging Jinx right to the fingers, he supposed. Perhaps something like that could work, too. Tracey wouldn’t be of much help there, as her jinxes lacked bite. But if she could keep the pressure off…

“Soak up their nastier spells for me, if you can,” Harry said, leaning closer to Tracey. “I’m going to try and disarm. We can’t win otherwise.”

“Alright,” Tracey said. “Let’s try.”

Tracey took up a blocking stance in front of Harry, and Harry turned his full attention towards the twins. Fred was the weaker duellist, Harry thought, so he started there. Harry peered through the glitter storm and waited for his opportunity.

Harry sent over a flurry of jinxes and minor spells – Jelly-Legs, Tickling Charms, things like that – to distract Fred, and then finally, when he thought Fred had relaxed a bit, a Disarming Charm.

“Expelliarmus!” Harry said while Fred was looking away. The Disarming Charm hit Fred right on the ear and his wand twitched out of his hand, knocking him out of the duel.

Thank God, Harry thought. Just George to go. 

Unfortunately the loss of Fred seemed to light a fire under the remaining Weasley, who switched from his silly tactics into something a bit more serious. Harry jumped out of the way of a nasty-looking hex while Tracey tried Knockback after Knockback to break the remaining Weasley’s onslaught.

None of them worked. The only one of Tracey’s spells to hit did nothing more than make Weasley shift his footing, and he continued, pressing on with spells Harry thought for sure were on the fourth year syllabus.

If he’d known how George would react, Harry would have gone for him first.

While Harry ducked out of the way of Hurling Hex, George was already working on his next spell.

“Expelliarmus!” George shouted. He hit Tracey right on the forehead, and that was it – her wand went flying out of hand, leaving Harry alone in the duel.

Harry knew he couldn’t afford to wait. He launched a series of Disarming Charms at the remaining Weasley – directly at him, to the left, to the right – in the hopes that one would hit. None of them did.

Frustrated, Harry sent out a Confundus, which caught George on the torso. Stunned and confused, George paused mid-movement, and Harry knew he’d carved out an opportunity.

Perhaps his only opportunity.

“Expelliarmus!” said Harry. He caught Weasley, still standing slack-jawed and disoriented, and then dropped his wand.

Harry let out a breath.

They’d won. It might not have been pretty, or neat, but it was a win, and at least he hadn’t had a repeat of losing to bloody Draco.

“A rather colourful duel,” Flitwick said once it was all over, “but in the end, Harry Potter and Tracey Davis win. And that concludes our tournament—well done to our winners. And well done, too, to our runners-up and all our other participants! A round of applause for our winners, please!”

Harry – and Tracey off to the side – stood there on the stage to receive their applause. It was a good feeling, Harry decided. He’d never been overly fond of being the centre of attention, but being stood there in front of the school… It was nice. Glory for… for all that stuff with Voldemort was what it was. It was something Harry didn’t want, had never wanted.

But after winning a duel? Winning a duelling tournament, as small at it was? Something altogether different. That was glory. That was what Harry wanted.

“What a treat we’ve had tonight!” Flitwick said after the applause died down. “Now, get ready for dinner everyone—after such a display I’m sure we’ve all worked up quite the appetite!”

Flitwick sent everyone away, and Harry joined his friends on their way to the dungeons.

“Well done, both of you!” said Daphne. “That was so good—I’m so happy you won. Those Weasley twins were really good.”

“Really silly, you mean,” Blaise said. “God, those spells they were using…”

“I thought that too,” Harry said, “but it’s actually really annoying to fight against. Like, really annoying.”

“But that’s the point, of course,” said Tracey. “It gets you so frustrated you forget where you are and then… well… they can disarm you. They know what they’re doing.”

“Well, you two won, anyway. So that’s something, at least,” Blaise said.

“True,” said Tracey. “Thanks for all the support!”

That was the last Duelling Club prior to the Tournament itself, and it was then just an agonising wait for Flitwick to post the selections list on the very last Friday before Hallowe’en—and the day on which the delegations from the other schools were to arrive at Hogwarts.

Flitwick left it right up until lunch, when it was announced that the selections lists could be viewed outside Flitwick’s office within the Charms department. Naturally, all of the relevant students—and a good few others besides—immediately made their way to look at it, Harry included.

It took Harry a while to get to the front of the crowd, as many people whose names literally couldn’t be on the list because they hadn’t tried out were in the way, but when he eventually got to the front and saw the list, he wasn’t disappointed.

“Singles duelling selections, Novice category, second year,” Harry muttered as he scanned the long sheet of parchment stuck outside Flitwick’s door. He made note of his fellow competitors as he did, of course—Draco had secured himself a spot, as had Blaise and Susan as well as Granger—until he found his own name written in Flitwick’s favourite ink: Harry Potter. “Brilliant!” he said.

There was another section of the list for competitors for the third year group of the Novice singles but Harry wasn’t that interested in those selections, as he wouldn’t be facing any of them, so he elbowed his way into the mass of students looking at the paired selections.

“Bit gutted about the singles,” said Tracey, “but we got in on the pairs!” said Tracey, beaming. “Ooh, I knew we could do it! Especially after we won the tournament! I’ve got to tell the girls—they’ll be so excited!” She paused.

Harry was glad Flitwick had selected them for the paired duelling, especially as Tracey hadn’t been chosen for the singles, and she’d made the semis just like Harry had. But then, Harry supposed her duelling technique could be viewed as a little boring, even if it was effective.

“Let’s go back and tell them,” Harry suggested. They found Blaise, who was similarly happy at his selection, and they made their way back to the Great Hall to tell their friends the happy news during the tail end of lunch.

And with the delegations from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang arriving that very evening, the only thing left to do before the Triwizard Tournament began was wait.
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The remainder of the last day before the other schools arrived went by slowly for Harry. He finished up with his lessons, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the duelling.

Or the flying.

Or the fact that in just a few short hours delegations from foreign schools would arrive at Hogwarts and the first Triwizard Tournament in an age would begin.

“Do you think we should be doing more practise?” Harry asked Tracey as they watched, along with their other friends in Slytherin, several of the teaching staff erect new statues in one of the inner courtyards. “The Tournament starts on Hallowe’en…”

“We can always be doing more practise,” said Tracey, “but I think we’re alright to leave it for tonight. There’s always tomorrow, isn’t there?”

“The Tournament doesn’t even start until Hallowe’en anyway,” said Blaise, “and I doubt they’ll put on a proper event for the opening. Will they?”

“Probably not,” said Theodore. “I don’t think that’s how they do things. You might find out when your first events are, though.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Tracey said. “Oh, I do hope they announce that tonight—or on Hallowe’en. The suspense is killing me!”

“They’ll announce it when they announce it, won’t they,” said Millicent with a shrug.

“Brilliant observation,” said Blaise. “Truly, one for the ages.”

“Oh, don’t be like that,” said Daphne. “You know what she meant.”

Over the next few hours the teachers and other members of staff continued to get the castle ready for the arrival of the other two schools. Everywhere Harry went after lessons finished for the day, all he could see were preparations for the Triwizard Tournament, from the disused corridors to the Great Hall itself and even on the grounds, where the groundskeeper Hagrid made all sorts of last-minute checks and alterations.

Suits of armour which usually stood tarnished and dented in their alcoves now gleamed, resplendent; frayed tapestries with dulled colours and sluggish animations now fluttered gently to an eldritch wind, perfectly and artfully restored; while an absurd number of plants – magical and otherwise – had suddenly appeared to decorate the hallways, fussed over by Professor Sprout, her apprentice, and the rest of the Herbology department.

Theodore had been chased out of the library, not by Madam Pince but by a horde of snapping books angry at having their massage interrupted, as the librarian had decided to dust and freshen up all of the shelves and books. Portraits all over the castle now sat chattering in pristine frames, and all sorts of trophies, awards, and strange artefacts had been placed around the school in little display cases, trotted out from wherever it was things like that sat when not on show. In the castle’s Great Hall, where the Welcoming Feast would be held, Harry had even seen house elves working before they noticed him and popped away, no doubt mortified at having been seen by a student.  

The only place safe from Triwizard preparations were the House Common Rooms, and even in those, it was still the only topic of conversation. The students had all been told that morning at breakfast to assemble in the Entrance Hall an hour before dinner dressed in their nicest and cleanest school robes, complete with their hats, to welcome the delegations from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang. About an hour before dinner Harry and his friends made their way to the Entrance Hall for the arrival.

Inside the Hall Professor McGonagall sorted groups of students into the proper places. She had each House line up in front of its banner and colours, which were attached to huge flagpoles that floated near the back of the Entrance Hall. She put fifth years at the back of the Entrance Hall and the first years at the very front, all the while checking for uniform infractions and general presentation.

“So, what,” said Harry as he fidgeted with his hat, “we’ve just got to stand here for the next hour waiting for the other schools?”

“Probably,” said Blaise. “Not everyone’s here yet, anyway. That first year, Rookwood, is missing from our lot, and fuck knows where Draco’s got to because I haven’t seen him all day.”

“And Daph’s late because she can’t get her hair right,” said Millicent. “I don’t know why she’s worried, she always looks pretty, and she’s got to wear the hat all night anyway.”

“She won’t be long,” said Tracey confidently. “The new spell she’s using for her buns is really tricky and it takes a bit of extra time, that’s all.”

A few minutes later Daphne arrived, her hair done up into a dozen or so neat little roses which ringed her pointed hat.

“I know I’m late but I had to get this right,” she said once she slipped into place between Tracey and Millicent.

“You’re not the latest,” said Theodore. “Draco’s still not here, and I think half of the Gryffindors are running late as well.”

Harry glanced over and saw that the Gryffindor column looked a little threadbare.

“I wonder where they are,” he said.

“Probably just late,” said Blaise.

With about fifteen minutes left until the usual start time for dinner, Draco arrived, paler than usual and not as well-groomed as Harry had expected. McGonagall gave him a stern look as he got into place, although said nothing as many of her Gryffindors had yet to join the waiting students. When the missing Gryffindors finally arrived and got put into their spots by McGonagall, she directed all four columns of students out of the huge Entrance Hall doors to reassemble on the lawns in front of the castle with a good view of the lake.

McGonagall spent a few moments to explain what the students would have to do return to the castle – a little choreographed retreat to the castle starting with the Hufflepuffs – although there was only a little time allowed for them to practise.

“Why’d we have to do all that in there just to do it all again out here?” complained Blaise as McGonagall checked over everyone once again.

“You know what teachers are like,” said Theodore. “Anyway, at least it was warmer in there.”

Once all the students were in place, the teaching and other staff members flooded from the castle to assemble behind them. From what Harry could see after sneaking a look while McGonagall wasn’t watching, they were all clustered together in departments, which he supposed made sense. The entire institution of Hogwarts had been laid out on the lawns to present itself to the foreign schools, and even Dumbledore stood, dressed in his usually flamboyant manner, in front of the students in a spot that had no doubt been chosen to have a particular effect.

Dinner’s usual start time came and went while the Hogwarts students and staff stood outside waiting for Beauxbatons and Durmstrang to arrive. After about half an hour of waiting, Harry started to get frustrated and hungry.

“How are they getting here, then?” he asked. “Train? Or are they walking and that’s why they’re so late?”

Theodore shrugged.

“I don’t think they’ll be taking the train here,” he said. “Maybe Portkey? But with that many…”

“I think they’re trying to make an entrance,” said Daphne. “You know, to be fashionably late.”

“If by ‘fashionably’ you mean ‘nearly an hour,’” muttered Harry, “they’ve definitely managed it.” The elves were usually quite good at timing dinner and feasts, but if they’d started cooking under the assumption the delegations would be on time… although Harry did suppose they could keep the food hot and fresh with magic.

Still, that wasn’t the point.

Then one of the Ravenclaws shouted, and Harry’s attention was drawn away from his complaints.

“The lake!”

A great big whirlpool appeared at the centre of the lake, growing larger and larger until it covered most of the visible surface. Then a massive wooden ship which Harry thought looked like a Spanish galleon with gleaming white sails and two masts emerged from the whirlpool draped in seaweed and shells and all sorts of other bits and pieces. The water and seaweed and everything else gradually drained or fell away from the ship as it glided across the surface of the lake and came to rest right at the shore. Then, a wooden ramp extended from the deck, and the first students appeared.

They walked down the ramp in two columns, arranged oldest to youngest, and stood opposite each other once they had all disembarked the ship. Harry reckoned there were at least fifty students lined up in front of the ship, maybe more, ranging in age from second years like Harry, to fifth years who presumably wanted to participate in the Gauntlet itself. They wore dark red robes, fur hats, and thick fur cloaks, and stood in total silence as they waited.

Then, after a few moments, a tall and thin man clad in sleek, silver fur-lined robes appeared at the top of the ramp. He had cold eyes and a little beard, and a smile that to Harry, looked false. Two others came out behind him, a short, squat witch in bright purple robes and a brawny wizard with a great big beard.

“Dumbledore! What a wonderful welcome you’ve arranged! Truly, we are all honoured to be welcomed so well,” said the man with his arms outstretched as he approached Dumbledore. “On behalf of all the students and staff at Durmstrang Institute, we are very pleased to be here! Positively ecstatic, in fact.” His voice oozed with the sort of charm that set Harry on edge, like when his uncle tried to impress important clients by showering them in false compliments and flattery.

“Igor,” said Dumbledore, his tone even and polite but lacking its usual geniality. “I should like to extend a warm welcome from myself and all of Hogwarts to your students and colleagues after their long journey. It is truly a pleasure to have them here.” Dumbledore paused, and then added, “and yourself, of course.”

“Have you heard of him before?” whispered Harry to Theodore, who’d gone pale and started to mutter once the Durmstrang headmaster had appeared.

“Sort of,” Theodore said in reply. “Igor Karkaroff—he was a Death Eater. Professor Moody brought him in, he was one of the ones who—who named—”

“Right,” said Harry. The man – Igor Karkaroff – had been a Death Eater, and one of the ones who’d named Theodore’s father as among that number. Or such was the implication of Theodore’s distress. And who had, apparently, got off entirely free and gone on to become the headmaster of one of Europe’s most respected magical academies – just coincidentally the Darkest of Europe’s premier schools.

Funny how these things just happen, Harry thought.

“We are the first to arrive?” asked Karkaroff as he looked around the lawns.

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “The delegation from Beauxbatons has yet to arrive, although I daresay they shall not be very long now. You are both, after all, late.”

“Ah, a small thing, Dumbledore,” said Igor with a wave of his hand. He turned towards his waiting students and barked an order at them in some language Harry didn’t understand – he thought it might have been German, but wasn’t sure – and they immediately formed into a single column behind him as he directed them to stand across from the Hogwarts students to await the arrival of the students from Beauxbatons. “I do hope Maxime isn’t too long,” said Karkaroff, “as poor Viktor has a head cold and it would be a terrible thing for us to be held up too long.”

“I am sure all will be well, Igor,” said Dumbledore.

Harry glanced over at the Durmstrang students and realised he recognised one of them – the Viktor that Karkaroff had gestured to was none other than Viktor Krum, the Seeker for the Bulgarian national Quidditch team.

Harry nudged Blaise.

“That’s Viktor Krum, look!” he said. “I didn’t know he was still in school…”

Blaise shrugged. “Oh, yeah, he is still… I didn’t know he’d be here, though. I guess you’ll have some competition in the flying after all.”

Harry frowned at that, considering, but he didn’t have much time to think on it. After only a few minutes Harry spotted something odd over the horizon, silhouetted against the moon – what appeared to be a flying house drawn by massive, winged horses. The strange flying vehicle grew larger and larger as it got closer, and Harry saw it was a gigantic horse-drawn carriage painted in a pale blue, with delicate windows arranged at its sides. Twelve elephant-sized winged horses pulled the carriage through the sky, and Harry was amazed that it all came to a smooth and delicate stop on the lawns in front of the castle.

“Abraxans!” said Blaise. “Bloody magnificent ones, too!”

The doors to the massive carriage opened and a stream of silk-robed boys and girls poured out of it, about as many as had come from the Durmstrang ship, followed by the tallest woman Harry had ever seen. She was perhaps the tallest ever person, as he couldn’t be sure she wasn’t taller than the groundskeeper Hagrid without a more direct comparison. Behind her, although it was hard to see them given the headmistress’s large size, were another witch and a wizard wearing what Harry thought could only have been a peacock as a hat.

The well-dressed Beauxbatons students formed up into three columns behind the imposing headmistress as she marched across the lawn to greet Dumbledore. She stopped a few feet away from him, although Harry supposed that was still less than a single stride away.

“Dumblydorr! It is so good to ‘ave arrived!” She stepped forward and knelt down so that Dumbledore could kiss her cheeks. “There is someone who can ‘andle my Abraxans? They require forceful ‘andling, and only drink single-malt whiskey!”

“Olympe, my dear, it is wonderful to have you here with us this evening!” declared Dumbledore with much more warmth than he’d had for Karkaroff. “I extend, of course, a warm welcome to all of your students, your fellow members of staff, and your marvellous steeds as well. I should note, Headmistress Maxime, that your students appear unused to the rather bracing Scottish air.” Dumbledore glanced towards the Beauxbatons students who stood, almost to a man, shivering in their thin blue robes.

Harry didn’t think it was that cold, but then the Hogwarts robes were made of sturdier stuff than thin bits of silk, and he was used to the weather.

“Now that we have all finally arrived, perhaps it would be best to retire to the castle where we have arranged a welcoming feast for you all?” continued Dumbledore.

With a closer look at the headmistress from Beauxbatons, Harry thought she her a beautiful woman – clear, olive skin and large black eyes, her features accentuated by her jewellery, with a look Harry couldn’t quite place. She moved with an elegance and grace that belied her massive size.

“Of course,” said Maxime smoothly. “And my Abraxans? Who will tend to them?”

“Mr Hagrid shall find appropriate lodgings for them, I can assure you,” said Dumbledore. “He is quite well versed in the accommodation of exotic creatures, even ones as particular as your Abraxans. Now, to the castle.”

Dumbledore turned on his heel and strode back towards the castle. As soon as the elderly wizard had done so, McGonagall followed, with the Hufflepuffs behind her. The rest of the Houses followed in the manner they’d been told to, although they didn’t quite manage the perfect synchronisation that the other schools had evidently practised over and over.

Still, Harry didn’t think they’d done badly as they marched in silence back to the castle. The Beauxbatons delegation followed on behind the Slytherins, and the Durmstrang students went along after them. 

When they reached the Great Hall Harry saw that it had been totally transformed by the house elves, over and above the preparations that had been going on all day. The usual banners, flags, and colours representing the four Houses at feasts had been placed above each of the respective House tables, along with a selection of banners with the combined crest and coat of arms of Hogwarts behind the staff table. Intermixed between them all were the colours and banners of Durmstrang and Beauxbatons, and another which Harry assumed was meant to represent the Tournament itself. All of the school’s ghosts – or at least those which were cognisant enough to realise the occasion – floated at the far sides of the Great Hall watching the proceedings.

The Hogwarts students immediately moved to sit at their House tables, where they had been told to leave gaps between groups, and it quickly became apparent that each table had been extended to accommodate the foreign students. Karkaroff and Maxime directed small groups of their students spanning the entire age range of the competition categories to sit at each of the four House tables, and each House received what looked to Harry to be a more or less representative sample from each delegation.

A group of Durmstrang student sat in the gap at the Slytherin table nearest to Harry, who was somewhat disappointed that it didn’t include Viktor Krum, and an equally sized contingent of Beauxbatons students filled the space opposite.

The Hogwarts staff members filled the Head table, which had also been extended, as every member of the teaching staff and their apprentices had been required to attend the opening of the Triwizard Tournament – even Binns, who floated awkwardly at the far end of the table, the lone ghost amongst all the corporeal forms. The four members of staff who had accompanied the Beauxbatons and Durmstrang headteachers had been sat further along the table, mixed in and sat next to their Hogwarts counterparts. Several Ministry officials also sat at the Head Table, and a strange wooden chest sat between the Head Table and the House Tables.

Next to Dumbledore were two empty seats which Karkaroff and Maxime soon filled. Once the foreign students had all slipped into place at the House tables, and the Hall had settled down, Dumbledore stood to commence the feast.

“I shall not take long—I am not overly fond of long, droning speeches—but it would be remiss of me not to say a few words at this, the commencement of the first Triwizard Tournament in generations,” said Dumbledore. “This competition between the three premier schools of magic in Europe has a long—and often bloody—history which I shall not recount this evening. It is hoped that, in the spirit of international co-operation and friendship, this renewed competition shall restore and strengthen the bonds between the many and diverse communities represented by our three schools. To that end the coming months will not only serve as a method for our competitors to seek glory, but for all of us here to experience the cultural delights and new perspectives friends from other countries can bring—the first of which being the truly magnificent feast our kitchens have prepared this evening drawing from all of the culinary traditions represented at our schools. So to finish I will say—bon appetit and mahlzeit!”

Dumbledore sat down, and the feast appeared on the tables.

True to Dumbledore’s words, many of the dishes that appeared on the platters and in bowls and tureens and everything else were entirely new to Harry, whose culinary horizons had never been especially large. Some were variations on things he already knew, such as the sausages and hearty stews that had appeared in front of him, although others, such as the fishy-smelling soup with bits and pieces of fish stuck in it were new – and not entirely welcome.

Most of the students around Harry stuck to the foods they knew and liked already, although some were much more adventurous and tried bits and pieces of the unknown dishes. Blaise appeared quite at ease with the whole range of foods, whereas Theodore spent most of his time searching for foods he already liked.

Harry tried an approach between the two and picked out some things he knew he liked already along with some others that seemed like they would be tasty enough. Once he was satisfied with the food he’d chosen – at least for his first go at it – he glanced around to get a good look at the students from the other schools.

Most of them, as with their Hogwarts counterparts, stuck to their groups and talked with each other in whatever languages they usually used at school. Some, though, had branched out to chat with students from other schools. Draco spoke with a blond Beauxbatons boy – in French – while Blaise chatted to the pretty girl in the red Durmstrang robes sat next to him in what Harry assumed must have been Italian.

“I’ve never heard this many languages at once before,” said Harry to Theodore, who’d been sat quietly next to him since the start of the feast. The closest he’d come was when he’d been in Spain and he’d heard smatterings of Spanish and Catalan and the odd bit of German from some other tourists.

“Me either,” said Theodore. “I only speak English—my dad’s not one for anything too ‘continental’—so I’ve got no idea what anyone’s saying.” He paused. “Although, I think Draco’s only talking to one of his distant cousins, so I’m not sure it really counts.”

“Looks like Blaise is doing well,” said Harry quietly, with a little smirk. The pretty girl sat next to Blaise seemed quite enamoured with the tall, handsome boy — she kept laughing at his jokes and playing with her hair, anyway.

“He’s a smooth bastard mind, isn’t he?” said Theodore. “Sat next to her for five minutes and already…”

“I know,” commiserated Harry. “He always knows what to say…”

After a few more minutes Blaise turned towards Harry and nudged him.

“Harry, I think you need to meet someone.” Blaise gestured towards the girl sat next to him. “Harry, this is Giovanna. She’s from Durmstrang, obviously. Giovanna, this is Harry Potter—he’ll be flying against you.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Harry Potter,” said Giovanna in lightly accented English. She sounded Italian to Harry, but she had obviously learned English from an Englishman. Giovanna held out a hand to Harry, who shook it awkwardly. “You are the one who lived, yes? An interesting story—we know it even in Italy.”

“Oh, er, yeah,” said Harry, suddenly self-conscious about his scar. He resisted the urge to flatten his hair over it. “That’s me,” he said.

“I think everywhere there are wizards they know this story,” said Giovanna. “It is a strange event, you know. But I am not so interested in that. You are flying in the free competitions, yes? So am I. Blaise tells me you have a Firebolt!”

“Oh, er, it’s lovely to meet you, too,” said Harry, careful not to trip over his words. “I did qualify for the standards as well, but I’m mostly just in the frees—can’t let my Firebolt go to waste, after all. I am doing one of the standards though.” Harry felt like it was important that Giovanna know that he could have done all of the standardised events if he’d wanted to.

“I understand,” said Giovanna. Then she smiled a wicked smile. “But I’m really looking forward to the frees—it is so much better flying on your own broom, yes?”

“Oh, er, definitely,” said Harry. “What broom do you have? If you don’t mind me asking…”

“Oh, well, not a Firebolt, Harry,” said Giovanna.

Blaise sniggered.

“She’s being coy, Harry. She told me she’s on a Hayami—what was the model? ’92?”

“It is the ’94,” said Giovanna.

Hayami brooms were unusual to see in Quidditch at any professional level, although Japanese teams did sometimes use them. But Harry had heard of them before, and they were a very popular sport broom for other broom-based sports such as hazard flying. And possibly Quodpot, that weird American game.

With similar technical specifications to the Firebolt it was difficult for Harry to say which broom was better. The Firebolt was faster, but the Hayami was better at turning. And the Hayami ’94 – new out that very year – was widely considered to be the company’s best ever broom.

“How’s it fly?” asked Harry, very interested in the answer. It was one thing to read about the specs, and he had read about near enough every top-flight broom on the market, and another to get a personal evaluation from a rider.

And an even better thing to get a ride on it, Harry thought.

“It is very nice to fly,” said Giovanna. “But, you’ll see this soon!” She grinned. “Of course, we will have competition from Viktor—Krum, you must have seen him. He is flying in the frees also, and he has a Firebolt of his own.” She glanced down the table at where Krum had sat with the other older students, and then lowered her voice. “I should not say this, perhaps, but we are all at Durmstrang hoping he will be our Champion. So maybe he will not be flying, although I know he hopes otherwise.”

Competing against Krum in the flying competition was a dream Harry hadn’t known he had, but now that it seemed in sight, he wanted it to happen. Of course, Harry was barred from the Gauntlet on account of his age, but the flying was where all levels could compete…

“He doesn’t want to be Champion?” asked Harry. “Why not?”

“Ah, sorry, I think I did not say it right. He wants to fly, but there was a… a difficulty, yes? When he tried to join the competition. With the Bulgarian national team. He used to play Quidditch at school, you see, but when he joined the team, they told him to stop,” said Giovanna. “I know he did not want this, but…” She shrugged.

Harry nodded.

“Right, yeah. That’s rough,” said Harry. “It makes sense but I wouldn’t like it either. What’s Durmstrang like?” Having their star player injured due to a school match would be something any national team would want to avoid. Most teams would avoid it by not picking a schoolboy to play, but then Krum was a rare talent…

Harry had heard many very mixed things about Durmstrang. Some of the more traditional Slytherins heaped praise on it – apparently Draco’s name had been down for it at one point – but Harry knew that they taught the Dark arts to a level unheard of at Hogwarts. And with a former Death Eater as its headmaster, it didn’t seem especially appealing. Giovanna seemed nice, and nobody said Krum was a Dark wizard, but the stories about the school did little to calm Harry’s worries.

“We are not supposed to give away the secrets of the school,” said Giovanna carefully, “but it is a castle, like this one, only not quite so magnificent. It is very far north—so it is very, very cold, especially as I am from Napule. But it is a very good school, better than the ones in Italy, so…” Giovanna shrugged.

Harry knew nothing at all about the schools in Italy, so he just nodded along. Harry thought that Durmstrang, which apparently didn’t admit muggleborns and which taught the Dark Arts, would have to be leagues better than the alternatives for him to attend it, but Harry wasn’t Giovanna.

“My grandfather wanted me to go to L’Accademia,” said Blaise, “but my mother… well, we moved here, instead. Why not Beauxbatons, though? I know they take a fair few students from Italy.”

Giovanna smiled.

“I speak German but not French. Italian is similar, yes, but… not the same. So, Durmstrang is better.” She paused. “Better library, better facilities and equipment… If you are worried about Durmstrang’s reputation regarding the Dark Arts… you should not be,” continued the pretty Italian girl. “Yes, we learn more than they teach at Hogwarts and Beauxbatons, but it is not without reason or merit. To understand a thing, you must know it. It is not, ah, gratuitous.”

“I wasn’t worried about the Dark Arts taught at Durmstrang—it’s not like they’re breaking international laws with it, are they? But most people I know in Italy who don’t go to school there go to Beauxbatons, that’s all,” said Blaise smoothly.

Harry couldn’t say he’d taken the same relaxed view to the Dark Arts taught at Durmstrang as Blaise had, but he supposed that if it didn’t break international law, it couldn’t be that bad. Unless the laws were insufficient, which Harry supposed was possible.

“I was just interested in Durmstrang,” said Harry. “I’ve only been to Hogwarts—well, and my muggle schools—so I wanted to learn more. You know, cultural horizons and new perspectives and all that Dumbledore was on about.” He ate some of his meal, careful not to make a mess in front of his new acquaintance.

“You went to a muggle school?” asked Giovanna immediately. “Why?”

“I live with my muggle aunt and uncle,” said Harry, “so I went to school there.”

“I did not know this,” said Giovanna eventually. “It must be so difficult, living as a muggle! At least you are here now! Durmstrang does not have, ah, muggleborn wizards, so you are the closest thing to it that I have ever met! I’ve never met a muggle. What is it like?”

“I mean, I don’t really… Er…” Harry wasn’t quite sure what to say. For one thing, he wasn’t muggleborn, although he supposed he was the next best thing. Many of his experiences had been the same, at least. “Well, both of my parents were magical, even though I didn’t—well… so it’s not really… but… it was a bit strange, yeah.” He did feel a bit put on the spot, as if he suddenly had to act as an ambassador for all of mugglekind. “Magic is brilliant, but living as a muggle isn’t really that different, honestly, just a bit harder and things are … slower, usually. And there are some things muggles just can’t do, but you don’t miss what you don’t know, really, so…” he trailed off.

There wasn’t too much he could really say. If Giovanna had never even met a muggle before nothing Harry said could mean anything.

“Well, it is a good thing that you are back in the right place to learn about your heritage, and safe from harm of course,” said Giovanna, clearly impressed that Harry had managed to survive the muggle world. Amusingly, it was the wizarding world that worried Harry more – since at least in the muggle world he didn’t have to worry about Dark Lords and prophecies. Although, the food wasn’t quite as good, he supposed.

The red-robed girl sat next to Giovanna nudged her and said something in rapid German to draw her attention away from Harry and Blaise. Giovanna nodded a few times, then turned back to the two boys.

“I am being called away,” she said. “But it was very nice to speak with you both. Thank you, Blaise, for introducing us—and Harry, I look forward to racing with you in the flying. I will speak with you both again, I am sure.” Giovanna turned away to chat with her friend.

“I think that went alright,” murmured Blaise to Harry once Giovanna was reengaged with her friend. “I thought she was going to get offended when she said about the Dark Arts stuff but I reckon we pulled it back—nice move, mate.” He paused. “She’s pretty though, isn’t she?”

“Very,” agreed Harry, sneaking a little glance at the attractive Durmstrang student. There were a few girls at Hogwarts Harry thought much more attractive than Giovanna, but they were all quite familiar and sometimes, different was better.  “But to be honest I’m more interested in her broom—I’ve never flown against a Hayami before. And she’s doing the same events I am, I think she said…”

Blaise rolled his eyes.

“Who cares about her bloody broom!” he said. “Honestly, mate, you need to get your priorities right. Have you even thought about the Yule Ball yet?”

“Oh, er, sort of,” Harry mumbled. “I was kind of just hoping something would come up…”

“Well, something will definitely come up if you pick the right date,” sniggered Blaise.

Harry groaned.

“That was awful,” Harry said. “Too obvious.”

By that point the feast had been replaced with an array of different dessert dishes, so Harry took a good look at the offerings and tried to decide what to pick. The house elves had clearly outdone themselves with the offerings—Harry wondered how they would manage to pull off something more impressive for the upcoming Hallowe’en Feast.

Blaise shrugged.

“Well, I thought it was funny,” said Blaise. “That’s what matters. Anyway, try out this for dessert—you’ve probably not had it before, but it’s delicious,” he said, and dumped a large piece of an intricately decorated cake onto Harry’s dessert plate.

“I wanted one of those French twirly things,” protested Harry, but he kept the cake anyway – it did look very nice. He grabbed one of the French cakes as well, and decided that was probably enough food, since he didn’t want to end up like Dudley.

After the opening feast wound up and the remains of the desserts disappeared from all of the tables, Dumbledore stood to make another announcement. Harry noticed two of the Ministry officials had got up from their seats to stand next to the heavy wooden chest that had sat at the front of the Hall all night.

“We are all, I hope, full of good food and good feeling after that magnificent feast,” said Dumbledore, “so I will be brief. The Triwizard Champions will be selected on Hallowe’en Night after the Hallowe’en Feast by an ancient and powerful magical object known as the Goblet of Fire.” Dumbledore gestured to the Ministry officials who opened up the chest to reveal an unremarkable, although quite large, wooden cup. “To prevent underaged students from attempting to enter their names into the Goblet I will erect an Age Line—as well as other measures—around the Goblet as it sits in the Great Hall this weekend. But I must say, and say firmly, that entering one’s name into the Goblet of Fire constitutes the signing of a binding magical contract. Those students of age who enter will be required by law, magical and wizarding, to compete in the Triwizard Tournament. I will now declare the Triwizard Tournament open. The Goblet will be moved to the Entrance Hall tonight, ready for entrants tomorrow morning. A good night and sweet dreams to you all.”

The Ministry officials closed the wooden chest back up, and Dumbledore left the Great Hall through the little chamber directly behind the Head Table. After a few moments, Karkaroff and Maxime followed after him.

Once the headmasters and headmistress had gone, the students and the rest of the teachers all left their tables, too. The students from Durmstrang and Beauxbatons returned to the grounds, and Harry spared a little wave to Giovanna and her friends before he too left for the dungeons and the sweet embrace of sleep.
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The next morning it seemed as if practically the entire castle as well as its guests had got up especially early to stand watch over the Goblet of Fire in the Hogwarts Entrance Hall. Harry and several of his friends had got there just after breakfast and already there were crowds of people waiting for any hopeful Triwizard Champions to make an appearance.

“I feel a bit bad for anyone who wanted to slip their names in secretly,” said Harry.

“Lavinia Campbell came up really early this morning to do it,” said Tracey. “So I don’t think anyone saw.” She paused. “Well, except me. And one of the first years was up too, but… Well, there must have been a few others to do that as well, was my point, since it must be a bit embarrassing to put your name in and then you don’t get chosen, don’t you think?”

“Awful,” agreed Blaise. “At least if it was just teachers picking the Champions, if you don’t get it it might be because they didn’t like you, or something political like that—or you could say it was, anyway… but this Goblet thingy can apparently tell who’s better. It just knows, magically. And that means if you put your name in, and it doesn’t come back out… you weren’t good enough.” He shuddered. “Awful.”

Harry could see Blaise’s point – it would be embarrassing to make a big deal of putting your name in only for it to spit out someone like Longbottom’s instead. But the Goblet was meant to be an impartial judge, so the only way of getting picked was to just be the best. Harry supposed anyone putting their name in had enough self-confidence they thought there was at least a chance they’d get picked. But even then…

“Have any of you looked at the prize lists yet?” Harry asked. “I had a look when we came in—the big Triwizard prize is a thousand Galleons but none of us can win that so it doesn’t matter. But they’ve put the prizes up for the flying and the duelling, as well.”

“No,” said Blaise. “Where’d they put the lists? I didn’t see.”

“Up where they put the usual notices and things like that,” said Harry. “But the duelling prizes are quite good, I thought. There’s a bit of money as well, but the winners get seeded entry to the European Novice Circuit’s summer tournament—and the top three places after that get qualification points, too, so if you don’t win you’d only need to compete in one more event for a place.”

“How much money?” asked Blaise.

Harry shrugged.

“I don’t know, I wasn’t really—I mean, I think it’s about two hundred Galleons? It wasn’t that much, anyway. The real prize is the seeded entry, isn’t it,” said Harry, “since I think if you win the summer tournament, it lets you go on to compete in the World League.”

Of course, Harry had far more things to worry about than gaining entry to the World Novice Duelling Circuit competitions — there was an immortal ghost lurking about waiting to kill him – but even so, he couldn’t help but think on it.

“Was the paired duelling prize the same?” asked Tracey. “Two hundred Galleons is still quite a lot of money—I know the three of you have gold coming out of your ears, but I’d be quite happy with it,” she said with a glance at Harry, Blaise, and Theodore.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” said Harry, “I just meant… you know… the real prize isn’t meant to be the money, not like with the Triwizard Champions…”

Tracey grinned.

“I know what you meant! I was only teasing.” She pointed towards the Entrance Hall doors which had swung open. “Look at that—that must be the Durmstrang lot coming to put their names in the Goblet.”

The entire Durmstrang delegation, including those students too young for the Gauntlet strode through the doors with Karkaroff at the front of them. The Entrance Hall quietened as the delegation made its way towards where the Goblet of Fire stood within the Age Line. One by one each of the of-age students walked up to the Goblet past Dumbledore’s Age Line to drop a scrap of parchment with their name on it in. The Goblet took each bit of parchment with a little bit of fire, then dimmed once more.

Every last member of the Durmstrang delegation old enough to compete stuck their name in, which Harry thought was fair enough since they’d all come so far. Still, he knew that many of them would be competing in the flying or in the Junior-level duelling tournaments, so at least they hadn’t come along for no reason even if they didn’t get picked.

Once they were done, Karkaroff turned on his heel and strode of the castle in silence, followed by his students. As soon as they’d gone the Entrance Hall burst into noise.

“Who do you think will be their Champion?” asked Theodore. “Didn’t you say they were all hoping for Krum, Harry?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, Giovanna—the girl Blaise was talking to last night—she said they were hoping for Krum to get it. But she said he really wants to do the flying as well, so…” Harry shrugged. An object such as the Goblet of Fire would surely have some strange set of rules by which it worked. Perhaps if the Goblet could tell Krum’s heart wasn’t completely in it, it wouldn’t choose him.

“I heard one of the Durmstrang girls say last night she was hoping to be Champion, as well,” said Tracey. “I think her name was Svetlana, or something like that. She didn’t introduce herself to me, mind—I was just listening. There’s quite a few of them that put their names in, though, isn’t there?”

“I suppose there’s a load back at their castle who didn’t get picked to come to Hogwarts,” said Theodore, “so I imagine there’s more who wanted to try out but couldn’t. I wonder if that means Hogwarts has the advantage, since anyone who’s seventeen can put their names in.”

Harry hadn’t thought of it quite like that, but he supposed that did mean Hogwarts had a bit of an advantage in the selection process by sheer dint of possible candidates.

“Maybe a bit,” Harry said, “but I suppose they only picked the best of the best at their schools, and there is only one Champion at the end of the day, so we should all be on evenish footing, right?”

“Unless a really unexpected name comes out of the Goblet, I suppose,” said Tracey. “You never know, the old cup might see something in someone nobody else can!”

“That’s a fair point, actually,” said Blaise. “Maybe Longbottom slips his name in and it turns out he’s the best possible choice for Champion. No one can argue with the magic cup, after all.”

“I heard Montague was going to try and get his name in, even though he’s too young,” said Tracey. “But he was keeping it secret how he was going to get over the Age Line, which I suppose is fair enough. And I was talking to Gloria—you know, in third year? Justine’s friend?—and she said that the Weasley twins had brewed an Ageing Potion to try and get around it—they’ve been telling everyone, apparently. But I don’t think that could work, could it?” she said. “I mean, Dumbledore must have thought about Ageing Potions. Do Ageing Potions even work against an Age Line? Because if they do that seems like a really pointless spell to have used.”

“To be honest, I’d never even heard of an Age Line before Dumbledore said about them,” admitted Harry.

“They use them in some shops in Knockturn Alley,” said Theodore. He paused. “Not ones I’ve ever been in, obviously.”

About half an hour later the Weasley twins arrived in the Entrance Hall and made a great big show of preparing to pass beyond the Age Line. When they eventually did – after a lot of back and forth between them and the waiting Gryffindors – they were immediately bounced out of the circle and sent flying through the air. By the time they’d hit the floors, massive bushy ginger beards appeared on both of their faces and kept growing until they had beards down to their knees.

The students gathered in the Hall laughed the display, and the Weasley twins – to their credit, as Harry didn’t think he’d have been quite so magnanimous after that display – proudly displayed their brand new beards to the onlookers. After a few moments Dumbledore strode into the Entrance Hall with a big smile on his face.

“I had been wondering when the first test of my Age Line would be!” he said upon seeing the Weasley twins parade their beards around. “And my, what magnificent beards you are both sporting indeed! Alas, it seems your attempts to evade my Age Line were unsuccessful. Which method did you try, may I ask?”

One of the Weasley twins considered the question before answering.

“Ageing Potion,” he said eventually.

“And you are sure the potion was brewed correctly?”

“Yes, definitely,” said the other twin, a bit defensively in Harry’s opinion. “We only needed to be a bit older, anyway—it’s not long until our birthday.”

“Ah, well, a shame your gambit went unsuccessful,” said Dumbledore. “Now, get yourselves to the Hospital Wing so that our dear Madam Pomfrey can restore you to your correct ages and remove those—rather marvellous—beards.”

Dumbledore shooed the Weasley twins out of the Entrance Hall and then addressed the remaining students.

“Let this be a warning to you all—anyone who attempts to pass through my Age Line will be punished—or rewarded, as the case may be—with a full-bodied, lustrous beard for their troubles.” Dumbledore strode out of the Entrance Hall and left the students gathered there to watch over the Goblet of Fire.

Naturally, his announcement had an effect entirely opposite to dissuading students from attempting to cross the Age Line. Instead, people Harry knew had no intention of competing in the Tournament started to cross the line just to be given ridiculously lush beards, and soon enough it seemed like half the student population had sprouted a long and traditional wizard’s beard. Madam Pomfrey would have a whole evening’s work ahead of her removing the beards from so many students.

Blaise had just finished goading Theodore to cross the Age Line with him when the Beauxbatons delegation burst through the outer doors to the castle to put their names into the Goblet of Fire. The two boys, now sporting huge beards, scrambled to get out of the way of the column of silk-clad wizards and witches led by their Amazonian headmistress. As with the Durmstrang lot, the entire delegation from Beauxbatons had assembled to watch the of-age students enter their names into the Goblet of Fire. The younger students trailed after the older ones, and Harry tried to remind himself it was those who would be his personal competitors in the Pariturium.

“That girl there,” said Tracey to Harry, pointing at an almost impossibly beautiful witch with pale silver hair and flawless skin halfway along the column, “is meant to be part Veela! But that’s not even the interesting part! She’s meant to be doing the singles duelling for the Juniors—everyone says she could win it.”

Harry paused. The girl certainly looked attractive enough, and with that same ethereal, razor-sharp kind of beauty, as the Veelas he’d seen at the Quidditch World Cup. She didn’t look like a duellist, though. She seemed like the sort of girl who’d throw fits over a broken nail and spent hours messing about with hair care potions. But Harry supposed that was unfair of him to think – for all he knew, she was the next winner of the World Juniors and the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.

“How do you know that?”

“I was talking to Christine,” said Tracey, “you know, she’s going out with Horatio? And she said she heard from Lavinia—remember I said about her earlier? The one who put her name in the Goblet this morning?—who was talking to one of the Beauxbatons lot yesterday night. They were a bit secretive apparently, but Christine said they let some things slip.”

“How do you know all these people?” Harry muttered. “I can barely keep up with the people in our classes and you’ve got mates from the year above…”

Tracey shrugged.

“It’s nice to talk to people, isn’t it?” she said. “And you know Christine and Horatio; I know you do because—Oh, but that’s not the point! Christine said that Lavinia said that Fleur wants to be the Champion as well. Can you imagine being the Champion and doing the Junior duelling? I wonder if she flies as well.” She paused. “I’d have to pick just the one thing—maybe two—and concentrate on those. I’d be too worried otherwise…”

Harry half listened as Tracey reeled off more little bits of information about some of the Beauxbatons students while he watched them all enter their names into the Goblet of Fire. Some of them seemed much more confident than others. A tall, broad-shouldered young wizard walked smoothly towards the cup and dropped his name inside before doing an exaggerated bow to everyone watching, while the next girl after him seemed entirely unconvinced it was something she wanted to do at all – she had to be pushed gently towards the Goblet and trembled as she dropped her parchment in.

When it was Fleur’s turn to put her name in the Goblet, she walked forward with the grace of some sort of jungle cat, her head held high and shoulders back with her robes billowing in a gentle, enchanted personal wind, and dropped her scrap of parchment into the Goblet. She re-joined the other Beauxbatons students without so much as a glance at the students in the rest of the Entrance Hall – even though as far as Harry could tell, every eye was on her. When all of the Beauxbatons students had entered their names into the Goblet their statuesque headmistress led them back out of the castle.

“It’s only Hogwarts people who can enter now,” said Blaise, stroking his big, bushy beard of tight, black curls. “Forget about all the ones who come and enter now when everyone can see—it’s the ones who’ll come and sneak their names in later tonight I want to know about.”

“Well, there’s another one off the list now,” said Theodore, pointing discreetly at the entrance from the dungeons.

Cedric Diggory, accompanied by a crowd of other students – mostly Hufflepuffs, but a few from other Houses, such as Cho Chang – to put his name into the Goblet of Fire. A few of his companions stuck their names in, too, but to Harry’s eyes it was Cedric who commanded the most attention. He’d walked at the head of the group, after all, and even some of the older students with him seemed less confident. Grudgingly, Harry thought that if the Hogwarts Champion had to be a Hufflepuff, Cedric Diggory was a good choice. A Prefect, everyone said he was the natural choice for Head Boy the following year – winner of the Gauntlet or not.  

Harry and his friends stayed in the Entrance Hall a while longer, but it seemed that most of the people who intended to enter the Tournament from Hogwarts already had by lunchtime. At the very least, far fewer people came into the Entrance Hall to place their names into the Goblet, and they decided not to go back after lunch because it had got a little boring.

Theodore and Blaise had to visit the Hospital Wing to get rid of their beards – although this was pushed on them by one of the Prefects rather than chosen themselves – so Harry and Tracey spent the rest of the afternoon practising for the duelling in the dungeons.

*

Harry found the wait for the Hallowe’en Feast on Monday positively tortuous. Although he only had three lessons, they were three of the more difficult lessons – Ancient Runes, Arithmancy, and then Transfiguration with McGonagall – and none of the professors seemed especially inclined towards providing a more relaxed session even given the circumstances.

The one saving grace was that Astronomy that evening had been cancelled due to the Feast and the announcement of the Triwizard Champions. The entire student body was abuzz with all sorts of outrageous rumours concerning the Feast’s entertainment. The consensus seemed to be that Dumbledore would put on the most magnificent Hallowe’en Feast in generations given the presence of staff and students from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang.

But even though everyone agreed on that, just what that would mean in practice was a matter of some contention.

Harry didn’t know whether any of the rumours would be correct – some of the more ridiculous claims included a goblin orchestra and a zoo full of performing magical creatures including a nundu – but the doors to the Great Hall had been magically sealed all day, and the teachers and other members of staff appeared to be far more stressed than usual.

As Harry’s last lesson of the day was Transfiguration, which finished just after three, he spent the next few hours languishing in the Slytherin Common Room with a selection of his friends.

“I wish we could wear our dress robes tonight,” complained Daphne. “Our uniforms are just so boring, and I wanted to wear one of my new hairclips and it doesn’t go with my uniform robes at all.”

Millicent shrugged.

“The other schools will be wearing their uniforms too, so it’s not like we’re the only ones.”

“Oh, but the Beauxbatons uniform is lovely,” said Daphne. “The style is so much more fashionable, and the material is silk! Even the Durmstrang uniform is a much bolder choice. Mind you, I don’t know if I’d look good in that red, but… that’s not the point! Our robes are just boring black with a little splash of colour.”

“What? Of course you’d look good in that red,” scoffed Millicent. “You look good in everything, Daph—I don’t know why you ever complain.”

“Oh, Millie, that’s so kind of you to say,” said Daphne. “But I really would like to wear my new butterfly tonight and it doesn’t go with the theme.”

Harry tuned the two girls out. Daphne could go on for hours about accessories, and Harry didn’t feel like listening.

“You know, I can’t wait until I can grow a proper beard,” said Theodore as he rubbed at his chin. “I miss the one from the Age Line.” He paused. “I know beards are a bit of an old wizard’s thing, but I liked it. Maybe a bit shorter, next time…”

“I sort of wish I’d tried the Age Line now,” admitted Harry. “Would have been nice seeing myself with a beard.”

“There are potions that you can use to grow one,” said Blaise. “Apparently not that hard to brew, either. Might be worth a go.”

Harry shook his head.

“Nah—I’ll just wait ‘til mine comes in on its own.” He rubbed at his chin and jaw. Of course, he didn’t know when that would be, and with no male blood relatives aside from Dudley he didn’t know how he could find out, either. “What do you reckon Dumbledore’s put on for the Feast?” he asked.

“Definitely not a goblin orchestra,” said Theodore. “They won’t play at Hogwarts because of some old blood-feud.”

“Really? What over?” asked Harry.

“Er—I can’t remember. Something about a sword, or something like that—it was on our History exam last year,” said Theodore.

“I think he’s just had some musical acts come in,” said Blaise. “I just hope he hasn’t got bloody Celestina Warbeck—she’s awful but all the ancient fuckers love her and they’re the ones who’ll decide.”

“Who else do you think would do it? The Hobgoblins?” Harry said. “If it is a band I hope he’s got The Magic Carpets.”

“It’ll be The Weird Sisters,” said Theodore. “If it is a band. I think maybe they’ll get the WADA lot to come in and do a show—you know, showcase culture and all that.”

“Oh, yeah, I hadn’t even thought about that,” said Blaise. “I hope they don’t though—a play is a bit boring for Hallowe’en.”

“Maybe they’ve had something French put on,” suggested Harry. “You, intercultural experiences and all that stuff Dumbledore said about. Or German, or… whatever culture Durmstrang is meant to be from.”

“They speak German at the school,” said Theodore, “and no one is meant to know where the school is exactly, but all the books reckon it’s somewhere near the North Pole. One of those islands up there, you know, it’s just ice and fish and wizards. I don’t know what counts as culture from up there, though. Fighting polar bears, maybe?”

“With the way some of the Durmstrang lot look, they probably do fight bears,” said Blaise. “And that’s just the girls.”

Harry thought that was a little unfair. Many of the Durmstrang girls were very attractive indeed, although some did admittedly look sturdy enough to wrestle a bear.

“Maybe ballet for the French,” said Harry, “and what do Germans like? Beer and chocolate?”

Blaise grinned.

“We could do far worse than a night of beer and chocolate,” he said. “But I doubt the Ministry would like that—too much fun.”

“Do you reckon the Ministry lot will be here tonight?” asked Harry. “They were last time. That Crouch fellow and that Weasley who just left.”

“Definitely,” said Theodore. “They won’t want to miss it, will they? I imagine even the Minister will show up tonight—picking the Champions is a big deal. And they’re going to announce the dates of the first events, too. All very hush-hush; my father said in his last letter almost nobody knows the exact dates. No one would tell him and he knows people at the Ministry.”

Blaise shrugged.

“We’ll just have to wait until later, won’t we?” he said. “So everyone will know after tonight.” He got out his deck of playing cards and put them down onto the table they were sat around. “Cards? We’ve got a while until we need to get ready, so…”

Harry, Theodore, and Blaise played cards until it was time to dash off and quickly get ready for the Hallowe’en Feast, then joined their friends – and the rest of Slytherin House – in the Great Hall.

The banners representing the Houses, Hogwarts, and the other two schools had all been restored to the Hall, with masses of Hallowe’en themed decoration added around them. Skulls singing a soft, quiet dirge had been placed around the Hall, and live bats flew in a choreographed arc over the tables. Small tombstones with little photographs – or in some cases, paintings – dotted the Hall, and several skeletons moved about the vast room, bones chattering. The ceiling, as always, reflected the weather and sky outside – tonight, a cloudless, clear sky with bright stars and a large moon, no doubt arranged by the Ministry for the occasion.

The House tables, as well as the Head Table, had all been elongated again to account for the much greater number of people in attendance. Harry thought he could see at least five Ministry officials sat at the Head Table, as well as all the teachers and other members of staff who usually didn’t attend evening meals. The Durmstrang and Beauxbatons students had once again been scattered throughout the House tables in little groups and sat amongst the Hogwarts students.

“Those tombstones are a bit grisly,” observed Harry.

Theodore nodded.

“Yeah, I thought so too. But I’ve read a few and I think they represent all the Champions who died in other Tournaments. See, that one says ‘Hogwarts Champion Eldritch Jape. 1480 - 1494’. So it’s still a bit grim, but I can see why they did it. You know, remind everyone it’s not just fun and games…”

“That’s darker than I thought, to be honest,” said Harry with a little frown. It made sense, but it wasn’t a particularly festive decoration. But then – maybe that kind of thing was aimed at the Beauxbatons or Durmstrang sensibilities. “And I can’t see any sort of entertainment either, so maybe it’s just a normal feast.”

“Pansy’ll be upset, then,” said Blaise. “She was adamant they were putting on a Veela ballet.”

“The food should be good, anyway,” said Theodore.

By then, everyone who was meant to attend seemed to be inside the Hall, and a little raised platform appeared just in front of the doors to the Entrance Hall. A set of instruments popped into place on the platform and Dumbledore stood to address the Hall and begin the feast.

“I shall be brief—tonight we have arranged, with the help of our friends at the Ministry, a performance by the popular musical group, The Hobgoblins,” said Dumbledore. “I confess I do not know any of their songs—I perhaps am a little too old and too musically unadventurous—but I am assured they will be a nice little treat. And with that, I declare the Hallowe’en Feast to have started.”

Dumbledore sat down in his high-backed chair, and The Hobgoblins took to the stage to play a set over dinner.

Harry dug in with gusto, now confident enough to try several of the more exotic dishes and settled in to enjoy the Feast, complete with music by The Hobgoblins. Harry couldn’t say they were his favourite band – he really did prefer The Magic Carpets – but they made a good change from the school choir or Wailing Neeps or even the chanting skulls scattered around the Hall.

Towards the end of the Feast several members of the Ministry staff in attendance slipped into the Entrance Hall to retrieve the Goblet of Fire and set it up just in front of the Head Table to end the selection process. Entrants had been allowed right up until the start of the Feast, Harry knew, although he couldn’t say whether anyone had waited that long. He certainly wouldn’t have if he’d been allowed to participate.

“Now that our bellies our full and our spirits buoyed we can allow that which we have all gathered here this evening to come to pass,” said Dumbledore after the noise in the Hall had died down. He stepped down from the Head Table and positioned himself behind the Goblet of Fire. “In a few moments the Goblet of Fire shall inform us of its decisions as to who shall be our Triwizard Champions, those participants in the Gauntlet which has, in prior years, claimed its toll in blood. Once a name is pulled forth from the Goblet participation is final. Indeed, if you have already placed your name into the Goblet of Fire, there is no opportunity to rescind it. And so we shall begin!” declared Dumbledore.

The Goblet of Fire’s flames turned bright blue and shot out of it and up into the air, spitting out a single piece of parchment, which Dumbledore caught deftly.

“The Triwizard Champion for Durmstrang Institute shall be Viktor Krum. Mr Krum, please join the officials in the antechamber behind the Head Table.”

The pockets of Durmstrang students scattered throughout the Hall erupted into cheers and vigorous clapping as Viktor got up from his seat at the Gryffindor table and walked towards the antechamber at the back of the Hall – accompanied by a much more sedate chorus of claps from the rest of the Great Hall. He ascended the raised platform where the Head Table sat and disappeared into the little door behind the table which Harry swore was only there sometimes.

“So he’s good at more than just flying, then,” muttered Harry to himself as he watched Krum walk away. Of course, the Durmstrang lot had been hoping for Viktor as their Champion in the Gauntlet, so he was obviously alright at the other stuff even if everyone else only rated him for his flying. But the Goblet had thought him the best Durmstrang had to offer. Harry wondered what that would mean for his hopes in the flying competition — would the Bulgarian Seeker have to drop out, or would he still compete? And most importantly, would Harry get the chance to fly against him?

Dumbledore waited until the noise died down, then reached towards the Goblet of Fire once again.

A jet of blue flame burst from the Goblet, and Dumbledore plucked the piece of parchment caught within it from the flames. He unfurled it and read the name with a little smile.

“The Triwizard Champion for Hogwarts School is Cedric Diggory. Rise, Mr Diggory, and join your fellow Champion in the antechamber.”

The Hufflepuff table burst into a cheers and loud clapping as one of its most popular members was named Triwizard Champion for Hogwarts. Many of them chanted Cedric’s name over and over, and Harry saw more than one stand up to clap and shout. The rest of the Hogwarts students joined in, with a bit more enthusiasm than they had for Krum, although not as much as the Hufflepuffs had. The delegation from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang were rather more polite in their appreciation, but Harry supposed that was normal. Hogwarts hadn’t exactly been rapturous at Krum’s announcement.

Cedric got up and walked towards the Head Table and the antechamber beyond. Harry watched him go, considering the Goblet’s choice.

“I suppose it is about time for Hufflepuff to get their chance at glory,” Theodore leaned over and said to Harry. “Would have been nice to see a Slytherin Champion, though.”

Harry nodded at that. It would have been nice to see a Slytherin Champion, if just so that the rest of the school could see Slytherins in a different light, but Harry didn’t begrudge the Hufflepuffs their day in the sun. The Goblet chose the best man for the job, apparently, and so Harry would rather that Hogwarts won the Tournament with a Hufflepuff than see a Slytherin compete but lose. Just about.

When Diggory was gone the Goblet spewed forth another lot of blue flames, and Dumbledore read from the final piece of parchment.

“The Triwizard Champion for Beauxbatons Institute shall be Fleur Delacour,” said Dumbledore. “Miss Delacour, please join the other Champions in the antechamber behind the Head Table to discuss what comes next.”

The Beauxbatons students celebrated the announcement of their Champion with much more refinement than either the Durmstrang or Hogwarts students had – although with no less enthusiasm. Fleur rose from her seat at the Ravenclaw House table and strode towards the antechamber with every eye in the Great Hall fixed upon her. She disappeared into the doorway, followed by Maxime and Karkaroff. Dumbledore remained stood behind the Goblet.

“The First Task of the Triwizard Tournament will be set for this coming November,” said Dumbledore. “There will be more details announced closer to the time. The first round of the Pariturium shall take place in that same month—details may be expected in the coming week. News on the Aerobaticum will come later. That is all for this evening. Goodnight!”

Dumbledore climbed up the steps to the platform to join the Champions and the other headteachers. Once he’d left, the wizards from the Ministry got up from the table to join them.

“Er, so is that it, then?” wondered Harry aloud. “The Feast is over and we’re to go to bed?”

“I think… probably,” Theodore said. “I think The Hobgoblins are gone now, anyway—there’s no one on the stage. So… I suppose we just wait until the prefects tell us to move.” Theodore shrugged. “Do you think you’ll be ready for the first round in November? That’s quite soon. November starts tomorrow, so it could be any day now.”

Harry rubbed at the back of his head in thought.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Dumbledore said ‘in the coming week’, didn’t he, so we’ve got until then at least… And Flitwick’s still doing Duelling Club so we should have one session before the competition starts and that’s without the stuff we can do on our own,” said Harry eventually. “But I’ve got to be ready, haven’t I?”

By then the prefects at all of the tables started to move their charges along, as it appeared the Hallowe’en Feast was truly over.

Tracey joined them on the way back to the dungeons.

“We’ve got a lot of practising left to do, Harry,” she declared without preamble. “The competition starts maybe as soon as next week and I don’t want to sit around doing nothing until then!”

“Er, yeah,” said Harry. “I was saying something similar to Theodore—wasn’t I?” Harry asked with a little nudge. Tracey could be scary when she had something stuck in her head, and Harry didn’t want to start their practise off on the wrong note.

“Well, good,” said Tracey. “You know, I was thinking about how the duelling will work—are we going to be fighting other Hogwarts students? Because I’d hate to get knocked out before we even get a chance to go against the other schools…

“I hadn’t thought about that,” said Harry with a frown. “God, I hope that’s not how it works. I suppose I just assumed… well, we’ll see, won’t we? I think some of the flying competitions are a free-for-all, and some are school teams.”

“You’ll both be fine either way,” said Theodore confidently. “I saw you both in the paired tournament Flitwick did and you were great in that.”

When they reached the Common Room, Tracey stopped Harry before they separated to go to their own dormitories.

“Tomorrow after lessons I think we should do some practise, unless you wanted to do some flying… I know we’ve got a long day but we can’t hang about, can we?” she said.

Harry nodded.

“I think that’s a good idea. And I can wait a bit for the flying anyway—they haven’t announced the first events yet so I think it would be better to focus on the Pariturium. See you tomorrow at breakfast!”

Harry joined the rest of his dormitory and got settled down for bed, his thoughts on the upcoming first round of the duelling competition.
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The very next day after Hallowe’en was a Tuesday, and the first session of Duelling Club since the commencement of the Triwizard Tournament. With the Pariturium right around the corner, Harry expected attendance to be high. As usual, Duelling Club was held in the castle’s Great Hall with the massive doors firmly shut to any potential onlookers. As Harry looked around at the students in attendance he realised that quite a few members of Duelling Club hadn’t come that week – presumably because they’d given up after not being selected for the competition proper, since as far as Harry could tell everyone who’d been selected for the competition was there that Tuesday evening. Still, there were a few people who hadn’t been selected hanging about too. Harry saw Ernie and Justin stood with Susan, so there hadn’t been a complete exodus.

Flitwick stood atop the stage at the centre of the Hall and addressed the assembled students.

“Tonight’s session will necessarily include some administrative bits and pieces,” Flitwick said, “given that the first round of the Pariturium is to begin later on this month. I know that some of you here in the Duelling Club are not competing—you have not been forgotten! We will of course continue our regular sessions and we will all take part in duels and work on new techniques, but we must also of course devote some time to helping train our competitors! It is fortunate for us all that those two goals are complementary! As we are all still engaged in the same endeavour we shall all, I am quite sure, be happy to test our skills against one another.”

Flitwick paced up and down the duelling stage.

“The Department of Magical Games and Sports has finally seen fit to inform us of the particulars in how the Pariturium proper shall unfold, although I should say the specific matchups will remain secret from all competitors until the day of the event—or not too many days before this. I do believe that all of our competitors will, in the first round, be facing someone from Beauxbatons or Durmstrang—although this will not be the case moving forward.” Flitwick paused when he noticed someone stick their hand up.

“Yes, Miss Granger?”

“When will the first round of the competition be held, Professor?”

“Oh, ah, that would the twenty-third of November, I believe. Professor Snape, does that sound correct to you?”

“It does,” said Snape. “It will be on a Wednesday.”

“Yes, there we are. So, we now have a date—the twenty-third of November and, as Professor Snape helpfully remembered, it is a Wednesday,” continued Flitwick. “So we shall have three weeks which we can use for preparation. Now, if there are no further questions, I am quite keen to press on with this evening’s session.” Flitwick waited for a few moments in case anyone had a question, but nobody did, so he carried on.

“Wonderful! Now, tonight we shall be considering the list of allowed spells in each category, and both myself and Professor Snape shall attempt to teach you some of the more useful entries. Ordinarily I would not like to devote so much time to actively teaching you these spells—this is after all an extracurricular activity and the expectation is that you put in the requisite work yourself—but I must confess that after discussions with my counterparts from the Beauxbatons and Durmstrang delegations I have learned that the preparations undertaken by our sister schools have been rather more guided than our own and I should not like to leave you all underprepared. Therefore I would like our Juniors to join Professor Snape at the far end of the Hall, and for the Novices to join me over here.”

Harry didn’t doubt that the staff at Beauxbatons and Durmstrang had been ‘rather more’ involved in their students’ preparations than Flitwick had at first assumed. From the very first moment they had arrived each of the other two schools had appeared much more organised and prepared for the Tournament than their peers at Hogwarts. Harry didn’t think the Hogwarts staff were at fault, necessarily. It seemed as if the intention of the Tournament and its events was that the students did most of the work themselves with only minimal interference from teachers, but he did feel that they could have perhaps anticipated that the other schools would take a different approach. At least Flitwick appeared to be adapting now that the other schools had arrived.

Flitwick took the Novices to one end of the Hall and spent the rest of the session going over the advantages and disadvantages of all of the permitted spells at the Novice level of the competition, taking some time at the end to demonstrate some of the more useful examples. Harry made sure to take a lot of notes. Flitwick had never gone into quite so much detail about strategies and tactics before, and Harry felt like he’d forget it if he didn’t write it down. Much of the information would have been contained in duelling journals and the like, Harry assumed, but it was always better to hear it direct than have to read about it.

Some of spells he mentioned were things like the confetti charms the Weasley twins had used, but some were more standard – although somewhat obscure – jinxes. Harry took notes on them all, even the ones he didn’t like the sound of.

Flitwick wouldn’t have mentioned them if he didn’t think they were of some use.

By the time the session ended Harry felt like he’d spent more time taking notes than he did during his classes, but it felt much more worthwhile doing it during Duelling Club than it did in History of Magic.

“I’m glad we’re getting a bit more hands-on instruction now,” said Blaise as he walked back to the dungeons with Harry and Tracey. “I know we’ve done alright so far on our own, but we all knew the other schools would be going hard at it and there’s some stuff you just can’t do on your own.”

“I thought we all did really well so far!” said Tracey. “But I am looking forward to more structured practise. Flitwick must know so many things we’d never figure out on our own! Oh, and we’ve got a date now! The twenty-third! Do you reckon we’ll get the day off lessons or will it be an evening event, do you think?”

“I hope we get the day off,” said Harry. “Seems a bit much having a whole first round of the duelling tournament after lessons…”

“I’ll skip lessons if it’s an evening event,” declared Blaise. “No chance I’ll waste a day sitting in classrooms.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” agreed Harry. Even if he got a detention for skipping Harry thought being able to go into his bouts rested would be worth it.

“I’m going to write home as soon as I get back,” said Tracey. “I know Mam and Dad can’t come watch—unless there are tickets being sold, do we know?—but I still want to tell them. It’s so exciting!” She paused. “Harry, have you told your aunt and uncle yet? I know you said they don’t really get magic and stuff but this is just sport, isn’t it?”

Harry frowned. He hadn’t told his aunt or uncle that he would be competing in an international duelling tournament, or in the flying, but it did seem like the sort of thing he should let them know about. His muggle school would have required their permission for him to even compete, but wizards seemed less strict about that sort of thing so Harry hadn’t bothered to check.

“Er, I hadn’t thought about it yet,” said Harry. “I might write a letter before dinner, I suppose…”

Petunia had said she would be receptive to letters and Harry supposed it wasn’t especially onerous to send off a couple of letters, after all, and Harry thought he should at least tell them about his sporting activities. Not to ask permission, since even if his aunt and uncle said no he would participate, but just so that they were aware. And a little part of him did want them to know that he was good at what he was doing, even if they didn’t quite understand it.

It was still a little while until dinner, so when Harry got back to the Common Room he reluctantly went to grab some ink and parchment to scrawl a letter to his aunt and uncle. It felt stupid, writing a letter back home about things that were really just normal school stuff, but he supposed his aunt would have wanted to know.

She’d always used to ask what he’d done at school when he was at Stonewall, at least. Same principle, different setting.

Harry settled into his usual seat and started to write his letter.


  Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon



  Hello, 



  It’s Harry, obviously—I don’t imagine you get many owls. Agrippa doesn’t need any fuss really and I’ve taught him to come ‘round the back, but if you could give him a little bit of chicken for the fly back that would be really good, thank you. He’ll fly back to school on his own but he will wait if you want to send a letter back with him.


Harry paused with his quill hovering over the parchment. What else should he say? He didn’t want to just dive into the Triwizard stuff, and then he realised he hadn’t been in contact with his aunt or uncle since he’d left for Ernie’s house. His aunt would want to know about Harry’s behaviour, at least, even if she didn’t care about the Quidditch.


  I wanted to let you know the World Cup at the summer was amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it before so I was really happy to go!  I was very polite at Ernie’s house and remembered to say please and thank you. Although his family has an elf so I wasn’t really asking his parents for anything anyway. I don’t think I was a nuisance at all. His parents were really nice and they said I could come and visit again. 



  School is going fine—I think I said about having new subjects this year, but in case I didn’t, there are five of them and I’m okay at them I think. We’ve not done any tests yet so I don’t know. There are two I don’t really like at all, but that’s okay because we only have them once a week.


Harry considered whether or not to go into a bit more depth about his subjects, but then decided not to. He didn’t want to spook Vernon with talk about magical writing and predicting the future –not least because he’d barely got used to the basics.


  So that’s all going well. Something I didn’t know about this year was that there’s this big international tournament going on between the three best schools in Europe. It’s called the Triwizard Tournament and it hasn’t happened in a really long time. It’s at Hogwarts this time. I’m too young for the main competition but I thought I should tell you that I’m taking part in the duelling competition and in the flying, too. It’s called the Pariturium—that’s Latin and it’s got to do with duelling—and the Aerobaticum—that’s the flying bit. Different kinds of racing, mostly. I’m having a lot of fun.


It’s all really safe and you don’t need to worry at all. Duelling is like boxing but for wizards—there are loads of rules and regulations so it isn’t dangerous. And the flying is just something we do normally at school anyway. But it’s quite a big deal to be picked—there were loads of people who tried out but didn’t make it past there—so I am quite happy about it.


  It’s a really good opportunity and the prizes are nice, too.



  I’ll let you know how it goes.



  Harry


Harry read over the letter several times before he decided it was good enough to send. It covered all the main points and didn’t look as if Harry was asking for permission to compete, which would have been insincere anyway. He waited for the ink to dry and then rolled up the parchment and tied it off with a little ribbon, then slipped it inside his robe pocket to send off after dinner.

Harry went up to the Owlery right after dinner along with Tracey, who had a letter of her own to send. Agrippa dropped down from the rafters almost as soon as Harry stepped inside and came to a gentle rest on Harry’s outstretched arm – or as gently as an eagle owl could manage, at any rate.

“Hello,” said Harry. “I really need to spend more time with you, you know. Who’s a handsome fellow?” Agrippa preened as Harry lavished him with attention, and Harry waited a few moments with his owl while Tracey sent off her letter.

By the time Tracey had finished, Harry was tying the letter to Agrippa’s leg. He sent the owl off along with a little owl treat as an extra incentive and walked back to the dungeons with Tracey. Harry spent the rest of the evening going over the homework due the next day with his friends until it was time for bed.

*

After classes on Wednesday Harry and Tracey went down to Harry’s spot in the dungeons to practise their duelling before dinner. Flitwick had gone over a number of useful spell sequences at the previous session of Duelling Club, some of them with spells no one in the Novice category had learned yet through schoolwork – and so both Harry and Tracey needed to devote some extra time to mastering them.

“I can see why we haven’t been taught these spells,” complained Harry as he looked at a dungeon floor covered in multi-coloured confetti. “They’re pointless and messy.”

“I know it seems silly but the Confetti Conjuring Spell is a big part of that spell sequence we’re working on! And it doesn’t have to do anything, does it, since the whole point of it is that you get points for style when you use it right,” said Tracey. “You’re just annoyed because you do better with jinxes and stuff like that, but you’ll get the hang of it. And if you don’t, well, there are other sequences you can use and you’re good at thinking on your feet!”

“I suppose,” muttered Harry. “Flitwick did say my flashbang was really good though, didn’t he?” Flitwick had, in fact, given Harry some pointers on how to make it more effective – a bigger flash, a louder bang – which Harry had been itching to try out in a duel situation. “And if I get the confetti spell right I could add it to the flashbang and get some extra style points…”

“Yeah, exactly!” said Tracey. “Shall we try again with that combo? I think we were about to get it right last time…”

Harry sighed. He knew that they had to get it right, no matter how long it took. Any kind of combination spell sequence was a very powerful tool that could be used in paired duels assuming they could pull it off.

Except it was quite disheartening to get it wrong over and over again. But then, without practise he’d never get it right, so…

“Yeah, come on then. Let’s give it another go.”

Harry and Tracey spent another half hour or so working on their combo, and by the end of it Harry had clouds of confetti pouring out of his wand on command. He vanished the detritus from half an hour’s conjuring and then sat on the rickety chair opposite Tracey for a little rest.

“You’re doing really well with it now,” said Tracey. “All it took was a bit of extra practise!”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, I got there in the end. My vanishing’s got better too. I just wish it was as easy as jinxes and hexes. I can do those no problem, but I’m not that good with transfiguration.” It wasn’t that he struggled with it, exactly, at least not compared with many in his classes. He found it more difficult than charms, at least.

“Oh, but you’re good enough,” said Tracey. “I wouldn’t worry about it—you get good marks and you were great with those bees, remember? That was really tricky as well, conjuring so many at once! I think you’re just better at jinxes, you know, and that’s alright—we’re all meant to have different talents and powers, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Harry. Being good at Dark magic seemed less impressive than being good at transfiguration. Or if not less impressive, certainly not as socially acceptable. Harry could already see the newspaper headlines – ‘HARRY POTTER: DARK LORD IN WAITING’.

Harry sighed.

“Can we go over the Mirror Charm into the de Medici Riposte again? I know there’s not that much time before dinner but I think I can get it right if we give it another try,” said Harry as he stood up. The de Medici Riposte was a nifty little technique popularised by some Italian bloke, Harry vaguely remembered Flitwick saying, a couple of hundred years ago – and which was still used in Novice level duels even today because of how effective it was in breaking an opponent’s rhythm and flow.

“Well… alright,” said Tracey, “but only a couple of times because I want to get back and shower before dinner—get rid of this musty dungeon smell, you know.” She grabbed her wand and stood, then took up her position opposite Harry near to the far side of the room. “Okay, I’ll count down from three and then I’ll go after the one. Get ready! Three… two… one!”

Immediately Tracey cast a spell at Harry – a Tickling Jinx, he thought – which he reflected easily enough, and then shifted his wand in his hand to transition to the Knockback Jinx. He got the Knockback Jinx off perfectly, even if he did think so himself. Tracey staggered backwards, but Harry fumbled the follow-up Sneezing Jinx because he was paying more attention to Tracey than his wandwork. Despite a direct hit on Tracey, the petite witch didn’t so much as wrinkle her nose.

“It’s moving from the jab in the Knockback to the swirl of the sneezer that gets me,” complained Harry. “I make it too wide and the Sneezing Jinx doesn’t work.”

“My nose did tickle a bit,” offered Tracey. “So if you can manage a tighter swirl on the next go I think you’ll get me to sneeze. And do you know, sometimes it’s worse when you don’t have to sneeze but you have that feeling where you need to sneeze but can’t, isn’t it?”

“Hungry… Bored… Alone. Want to hunt. Want to kill,” whispered a quiet voice almost, but not quite, out of earshot of Harry. Tracey didn’t appear to hear it.

“You know, I think—”

“Ssh!” said Harry, interrupting Tracey. “Sorry, but—just a minute. Do you hear that?”

“It has been so very long… I have waited, waited, waited…”

Tracey shook her head.

“No, I don’t hear anything.”

“Just—hang on, I can hear it again,” whispered Harry. He felt like Tracey should be able to hear it. The voice was quiet, but not so quiet as to get lost in the background noise. And whoever it was was moving. That, as well as the disturbing content of the words, gave Harry reason to worry.

“I can only sleep for so long until I must feed…”

“Are you sure you can’t hear it?” said Harry, perhaps a bit more forcefully than he’d intended. He felt somewhat bad for the outburst, but someone running around the castle talking about feeding and hunting and killing seemed alarming enough to warrant a bit of haste.

Tracey just shook her head.

“No, Harry. I can’t hear anything—well, nothing that I couldn’t already hear, anyway. Does it sound the same as the upper year you thought you heard the other day? What’s he saying?”

“Er—just the same sort of things,” said Harry. He shrugged. “You know, about being hungry, lonely… Whoever it is wants to hunt. Something about needing to feed, I think was the last thing…”

Tracey frowned.

“That really doesn’t sound good,” she said, face a little pale. “It sounds like… I mean, this sounds bonkers I know, but it sounds like a vampire!”

“There aren’t any vampires at Hogwarts!” said Harry, although after he’d said it he felt far less certain. “Are there?”

“There aren’t supposed to be,” said Tracey. “But maybe one came in with the Durmstrang lot! Or the Beauxbatons—they have a part-Veela, so maybe they’ve got a vampire as well… You know what people say about the French…”

“Maybe,” Harry said. He wasn’t sure what to think. The sorts of things he’d heard did sound like the things a vampire might say. But then… he’d heard the voice – and he was quite that it was the same voice each time – before the other schools had arrived, so even if they had brought a vampire with them, the voice predated its arrival.

“No,” said Harry eventually. “I heard the voice before they got here, remember? I’d even heard it before you came here with me to practise for the first time. So if it is a vampire it’s been here all along. Since September, I suppose. One of the new first years, maybe? But I’m sure someone would have noticed one of them was a vampire! So I don’t think it’s a vampire,” Harry decided. “It has to be something else.”

“Okay,” said Tracey as she sat down on her chair. “Right. So, not a vampire. That is better, but we still don’t know what it could be. Do you think we should go to Professor Snape, maybe?”

Harry shook his head immediately.

“No, definitely not!” he said. “What would we even say? ‘Professor, I heard a weird voice in the dungeons and I thought it might be a vampire’? And you didn’t hear anything, did you?” Harry said – half asked, although he knew Tracey hadn’t because she’d said as much.

“No, I didn’t,” said Tracey slowly. “Do you think—I’m not saying you need to, but maybe… well—do you think it might be helpful to go talk to Madam Pomfrey if you’re… well, if you’re hearing voices?”

Harry recoiled.

“You think I’ve gone mad,” he said.

“No!” said Tracey quickly. “Of course I don’t think that! You aren’t acting mad at all! But I can’t hear anything, and I’ve tried, so if it’s something only you can hear and you’ve been hearing it a lot then maybe you’ve been cursed or—” She trailed off and then clicked her fingers. “Wait! It’s something only you can hear, right?”

Harry nodded slowly, unsure where Tracey was going. He wasn’t going mad, or at least he hoped not, but he knew that even in the wizarding world hearing voices nobody else could hear wasn’t usually a good thing.

“So, all I can hear is, like, the pipes hissing, right? And you know, all the normal dungeon noises,” said Tracey. “But you’re hearing voices! Well, remember when we were at the zoo in Barcelona and you were talking to those snakes and all I could hear was… hissing…”

Harry started to smile.

“But I could hear voices! That’s brilliant, Tracey! A snake! You think there could be a snake in the walls, or something like that?”

“Well, maybe,” said Tracey. “Perhaps it got in from outside and got stuck, or maybe it’s one of the ones Draco conjured and it got lost. I don’t know, but I mean, I can hear hissing sometimes—just a bit—and I did think it was only the pipes, but you were saying that you’ve heard voices a few times down here now, so… I think… we could go looking to see if there is anyone else around, or if it is a snake, if you want.” She grinned. “You know, I’m even more glad I found out you were a Parselmouth now because otherwise I really might have thought you’d gone mad!”

“Well, thank Heaven for small mercies, hey?” Harry said with a little smile. “Shall we go have a look around?”

“Ooh, definitely! Let’s just get our things together and we’ll have a little look before dinnertime!” said Tracey.

The two Slytherins gathered up all their things and headed out into the dungeons to look for the snake – or vampire, or whatever it was – that Harry could hear. If it really was a snake, and not a sign of a curse or madness, Harry felt sorry for the poor thing. It sounded hungry, and if Draco really had conjured and then forgotten to vanish it Harry wouldn’t be happy at all.

“Right, well I think it was coming from this way,” said Harry once they’d got outside their dungeon chamber. “And I think there’s actually a room there as well so if it was conjured and it got lost, then maybe it’s there…”

They headed along the cool, dimly lit, dungeon corridor towards one of the other chambers, although each one they passed was empty.

“I wish I knew that spell—you know the one,” said Harry, “the thingy-revelio or whatever spell. That would make this much easier…”

“Ooh, I know the one you mean,” said Tracey. “It would, wouldn’t it? But it’s not that hard having a look with our eyes.”

Harry and Tracey ended up doing a loop of the section of the dungeons where they’d been practising and wound up near enough back where they started when they found a dark, damp room filled with boxes, trunks and old-fashioned potions workbenches. A persistent dripping came from a leaky pipe crossing the ceiling.

“Shall we have a look in here?” said Tracey. “It looks kind of … snakey … doesn’t it?”

“Snakey?” asked Harry with an arched brow.

“Oh, you know what I mean!” said Tracey. “Come on, let’s have a look—we’ve not got long before dinner so we’d better make it quick.”

They went inside the damp dungeon room and then started to search through the some of the boxes and trunks. Each and every one of them seemed to be full almost to bursting with bits and pieces of useless, broken things—potions equipment, ripped and torn books, charred pieces of wood. Harry pulled a half-melted cauldron from a battered old trunk and paused.

“Why is all of this stuff even here, anyway? Who keeps a room full of old junk? Why not just vanish it all?” Harry asked.

Tracey shrugged.

“Maybe they were going to fix it and just forgot,” she suggested. “That cauldron looks salvageable, although I don’t think this—whatever it was—is ever being useful again.” She picked up a melted bit of glass and turned it over in her hands. “A Sneakoscope maybe? Or just some potions bottles? Well, it’s just a lump of glass, now.” Tracey put it back.

“Maybe this is where Snape puts everything Longbottom ruins,” said Harry with a grin.

“Ooh, that’s horrible!” said Tracey, although she did laugh, so Harry thought it couldn’t have offended her that much.

“I can’t see any snakes in here, though,” Harry said. “That trunk has got a picture of a snake on it, I suppose, but it’s not animated so I can’t have been hearing that…”

In fact, a fair few of the broken things in the disused dungeon chamber had images of snakes on them – one snake scratched into the surface of a scruffy old potions bench, another snake on the cover of a book that had more pages missing than not. Harry thought that maybe the place had been used by Slytherins through the years to get rid of unwanted bits and pieces, but not even Slytherins stuck snakes on everything. At least not the ones Harry knew, anyway.

“I didn’t even think about paintings!” said Tracey. “Oh, but do you think that snakes in paintings can even speak Parseltongue?”

“I don’t even know how paintings of wizards are able to talk,” said Harry, “so… I honestly have no idea,” he said with a shrug. “But I suppose maybe I could have been hearing a snake in a painting somewhere… although the voice did sound like it was moving around.”

“Paintings can move between frames,” said Tracey, “but I think you probably were hearing a real snake if it was moving about because there aren’t many paintings this deep in the castle, are there? Or at least I don’t think I’ve ever seen any. I think you’re right that there aren’t any real snakes in here, anyway. Just a load of old junk with pictures and stuff.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, I don’t think we’ll find anything looking tonight… and I haven’t heard it in a while, so it’s probably just gone,” Harry said. “I feel a bit bad leaving it about—it said it was hungry and lonely—but we can’t spend all night looking for it, can we?”

“And we’ve got just about enough time to have a shower before dinner so that’s alright,” said Tracey. “We can come back and look again another day—you’ve been hearing it for ages haven’t you, so it probably doesn’t get far.”

Harry agreed, and the two went back to the Common Room to get ready for dinner. Harry felt quite disappointed that they hadn’t found the snake, but he supposed that now he at least knew – or could assume with good reason – that it was a snake he could hear and not a random student. Or a vampire, although that had seemed like a more outlandish possibility.

And Dumbledore surely wouldn’t have allowed a vampire free rein to roam about the castle unattended.

At the very least Harry no longer had to worry about coming across an ornery upper year while he was practising down in the dungeons.

Whether that was better than a hungry snake, though, was another thing entirely.
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Harry pushed through his classes on Thursday – his fullest day of the week, with a class in every period of the day – until his final class, a double session of Defence Against the Dark Arts with Professor Moody. Harry didn’t really mind lessons with Moody, as the grizzled old Auror seemed far more interested in needling his classmates with suspected Death Eater parents than devoting any time to rumours about Harry, but for the last lesson of the day it was a bit meatier than Harry would have liked.

It didn’t help that the Hufflepuffs stayed strictly to one half of the room – on purpose, as Ernie had told Harry, since Moody spent rather a lot of time with his electric blue eye locked onto various Slytherins and nobody wanted to be in his eyeline longer than necessary – and Harry usually sat smack in the middle of the classroom with Blaise.

Ever since that first lesson when the Viper group Slytherins had been on time, but later than the Hufflepuffs, everyone in Viper group made an effort to get from Charms with Flitwick as quickly as possible. Harry thought it was still a bit unfair that the Hufflepuffs had a free period just before and usually arrived ten minutes early, but Moody seemed satisfied enough that the Slytherins were never late moving forward, so the effort wasn’t totally wasted.

“We didn’t have homework for today, did we?” said Millicent just as the doorway to the classroom came into sight.

“You asked that earlier,” pointed out Theodore, his tone snippier than usual, “and the answer was no then as well.”

“Well, I bloody forgot, didn’t I?” snapped Millicent. “I hate Thursdays. It’s just lesson after lesson after lesson, no time to sit and think. And they’re all shit lessons as well! Transfiguration, Potions, Defence…”

“We did have a nice lunch today, though,” said Tracey, “and that really handsome boy from Beauxbatons sat next to us as well,” although that didn’t appear to mollify Millicent at all. The tall, bulky Scottish witch glared at Tracey. “Well, I thought that was nice…” Tracey said.

Daphne groaned.

“Theodore, just say sorry for being rude—we all know you didn’t mean it but it’s still not fair,” said Daphne.

Theodore paused. “Sorry, Millie; Moody always gets under my skin. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

Millicent sighed.

“Yeah. Yeah, I know. Let’s just forget about it, alright? Come on, we don’t want to be late,” said Millicent before she rushed forwards to be first into the Defence classroom. Harry and the rest of his friends followed after her, and then took their customary seats in the half of the class left empty by the Hufflepuffs.

As usual, Moody was present and waiting for them to arrive, and as soon as the last Slytherin walked in – Draco, who’d been trailing behind on his own without even Pansy hanging on – slammed the door shut with a jab of his wand.

Moody rushed through the register and then launched into his lecture immediately after he’d finished.

“Today I’ll be showing you the Unforgivable Curses,” said Moody. “Don’t bother complaining—I’ve got the right authorisation to use them and show you, so you’ll watch it and learn whether you like it or not. Now, I ain’t going to be casting Killing Curses on you, as except for maybe Potter there, you’d drop dead. Nor are we going to try out the Cruciatus, since even though it would be the learning experience of a lifetime, it’s far too dangerous to be cast on students. Lingering spell damage, see, and with you lot so young even a few seconds might be too much… But I will be casting the Imperius Curse on each and every one of you, so you know what to watch for and how it feels. ‘Course, some of you might have some idea what it’s like already, eh Malfoy? That dad of yours ever explain how it feels?”

Draco said nothing, but his face contorted into a nasty scowl. That seemed to be enough of a reaction from Moody, who barked his horrible little laugh.

“Again, no complaints, since even Dumbledore’s agreed to my little display, bleeding heart that he is. But before we start, tell me: why are these curses called Unforgivable?”

Susan Bones put up her hand to answer after a few moments of nobody else offering anything. Harry didn’t doubt that at least some of his fellow Slytherins knew the answer. He didn’t blame them for not offering it, though, as Moody seemed particularly abrasive that afternoon.

“Because they can’t be blocked, sir,” she said once Moody had gestured towards her.

“That ain’t, strictly speaking, true,” said Moody. “The Killing Curse can be blocked by a physical barrier—or by whatever nonsense Potter was up to—and the Imperius Curse can be resisted by a strong enough will, which is why that one’s father spent so long under it, I’d wager,” said Moody with a little jab of his finger at Draco.

“But that was a good try, lass,” continued Moody. “It got us near enough to where we want to go, but I’ll go a bit further. It’s a combination of their difficulty to evade, the requirements for casting them, and of course what they do once you get them out of your wand. That’s why people fear them, anyway, but it ain’t actually why the Ministry calls them ‘Unforgivable’. They’re Unforgivable because they carry a mandatory life sentence in Azkaban if you use them on other person and have done since the 1700s. Little bit of politicking from the ICW got us there, though not every country follows the law, more’s the pity.”

Moody paused and reached back onto his desk to grab a glass jar counting a spider. He held it in his hands but otherwise didn’t draw attention to it.

“Casting an Unforgivable isn’t easy. The spells themselves—piece of piss, yeah? Any first year could do it, if they could get into the right mind set. But they ain’t a Cheering Charm. You’ve got a feel a real nasty bit of emotion to get them off. Can’t cast the Cruciatus Curse without wanting to cause pain, real pain, to the poor bugger at the end of the wand. You’ve got to enjoy it, and that’s not easy for most people. Likewise, with the Killing Curse, you’ve to really want that poor sod dead. You’ve got to mean it, can’t go into it with half a mind, none of that bollocks. You cast the Killing Curse and you meant to. Simple as that. But most people, well, they don’t want to kill usually, do they? Some say you’ve got to really hate to pull off a Killing Curse, but I can say that ain’t true. You just have to want the other wizard dead enough. The Imperius is a bit easier, mind. For that, all you need is the will to dominate, to enforce your wants and needs over those of your victim. Now, that one is easy for quite a lot of people, let me tell you. It’s the most commonly used Unforgivable these days, and it’s the easiest one to get away with, too. Anyone know why?”

Harry knew the answer, but he didn’t really want to draw attention to himself by offering it. He knew at least a couple of his friends could have answered too but were silent for the same reason. In the end, Daphne put up her hand.

“Go on then, Greengrass. Tell us why.”

“The Imperius Curse is the only one of the three Unforgivable Curses not to leave a mark or any signs on the victim, Professor. Assessing whether someone has been victim to the Imperius Curse relies on their own testimony, so sometimes people claim to have been under its effects when they haven’t been,” said Daphne, with only a very brief glance towards Draco, “either as a defence against an accusation or to get someone else in trouble.”

“Have five points for Slytherin, there’s a good lass,” said Moody. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had someone use the Imperius defence on me—I literally can’t tell you, some of them are classified—but it happens more than you’d think. You get people saying they’d never kill their husband, so it must have been their next-door neighbour with an Imperius Curse who’d ordered them to do it. All the standard stuff like that—petty little rivalries played out in the courts, accusations that lead nowhere, the works. But that’s just the day-to-day. Back during the War, we had far more serious accusations. Malfoy’s father claimed to have been under the Imperius Curse for the duration of the War. Got him out of a right nasty set of consequences. He was seen by credible witnesses committing crimes—murder, in fact. Twice. He paid bribes to key officials at the Ministry, was caught at several battles over the course of the War. List goes on. All in all, that’s the rap sheet of a nasty fucker. Got off scot free—because he said he was under the Imperius. Couldn’t—”

Harry sneaked a look at Draco, his face ashen pale. He gripped the edges of his desk so hard his knuckles had gone white.

“That’s dangerously close to libel,” snarled Draco.

Moody snorted.

“You mean slander, lad,” he said. “And no it ain’t—it’s a matter of historical record. As I was saying, couldn’t prove either way if it was or wasn’t Imperius. Now, whether you believe the story or not, unless you’ve got proper evidence—a wand with the spell, an unmodified memory, witness testimony—can’t prove a damned thing. So men like Lucius Malfoy walk free, and he’s either a sack of shit child-killer or an abused and traumatised victim of the so-called Dark Lord. So even though some people think it’s the least bad of the three, in my line of work we hate this one the most ‘cause it can make good men do bad things, and let bad men hide away.”

Moody shrugged.

“That’s enough talking for now. Got something to show you.”

He unscrewed the lid from the jar containing the spider, then scooped it out with his free hand. He placed the jar back onto the desk, then pointed his wand at the spider.

“Engorgio,” he said, and the spider grew larger and larger until it was about the size of a small dog. Its legs wriggled about as Moody clutched it, and although it made Harry feel a little bit anxious, he couldn’t stop watching it. Moody immobilised the spider and placed it onto the ground in front of his desk. “That’s better—easier to see what we’re doing.”

Moody levelled his wand at the dog-sized spider and cast the first of his three Unforgivable Curses.

“Imperio.”

At first, Harry couldn’t be sure anything had even happened, but after Moody lifted his Impediment Jinx, the spider stayed in place for a few more moments until it started to climb to the top of Moody’s desk. Moody stretched out one of his arms and let the spider climb up it, and when it reached his hand at the end, it dropped back down to the floor with a big thick strand of silk.

Moody had the spider repeat the little routine again, and then again.

“You get the point,” Moody said. “Humans are a bit harder to direct, but not by all that much—as I’ve said, it takes a strong will to get out of an Imperius, and most people can’t manage it. It’s easier to make someone do something they already want to do, or failing that, could do if given a little push. So obviously it’s harder if you want to get a really good person to do a really bad thing, but it ain’t impossible. Like I said, most people are weak willed enough they’ll do it eventually.”

The spider waited patiently at Moody’s feet for whatever would come next. The Cruciatus, Harry assumed, given that it was presumably impossible to torture a dead spider.

“Crucio,” said Moody next, his wand pointed right at the spider. There were no fancy wand motions, no complicated cadence for the incantation, nothing like that. Just a basic knowledge of spellwork and malevolent intent. That it was apparently so easy gave Harry a moment’s pause while he watched.

The spider rolled over immediately, its legs moving wildly. It rolled around on the floor, and Harry saw a few of his classmates look away.

“If spiders could scream, this one would,” said Moody, his tone conversational, as if they were sat at a table over a spot of tea. “The Cruciatus Curse produces pain in every part of the body that can feel pain. It leaves traces that even a piss-poor Healer can track. Prolonged exposure can destroy a person’s mind. Ain’t no cure for that. The Cruciatus is the most difficult of the Unforgivables to cast because you need to enjoy causing pain. You can’t just want to punish, you can’t want to avenge, you can’t want any of that. You have to want to, and enjoy, causing pain for its own sake. Those other things, they can get the curse off for a bit, but it won’t last. Fizzles out, see.”

Moody’s explanation made Harry consider the fact that the grizzled old Auror was holding the Cruciatus Curse then and there, as he talked to the class, as if it was nothing. So what if it was just on a spider? He still had to want to torture the thing, and that made Harry’s skin crawl.

Moody lifted the spell and the spider stopped its violent jerking. Instead, it twitched intermittently, still rolled up on the floor.

Poor thing was probably close to dead already, no need for the Killing Curse. Harry wasn’t the biggest fan of spiders to begin with, but that particular spider had really been through the gauntlet…

“The Killing Curse is easy to cast—you’ve just got to want the thing in front of you dead. It’s also the spell most often cast in passion—you’ve just found out your husband is cheating on you? Well, many a witch has wanted the philandering sod dead after that, and it does happen from time to time. I remember there was a case back about, oh, six years ago where—” Moody paused. “Actually, never mind. It ain’t appropriate. But know that that sort of thing does happen, yeah? ‘Course, the spell saw a lot of use back in the War—it was a favourite of You-Know-Who and his Death Eaters—as well as the poor unfortunates they had under the ‘Imperius Curse’. And as we all know, Potter there is the only person in recorded history to have survived a run in with the Killing Curse. Got any tips for the class, Potter?” asked Moody.

Harry shrugged.

“Can’t say that I have,” Harry said. “Best advice is always don’t get hit in the first place, isn’t it?”

Moody laughed.

“Aye, though it ain’t always that easy,” Moody said, tapping his electric blue eye and tapping his wooden foot against the ground. “Right, here we are then.”

Moody pointed his wand at the spider.

“Avada kedavra.” A jet a green light shot from the end of Moody’s wand and hit the still-twitching spider. It immediately stopped moving, although as far as Harry could see the spell didn’t leave any lasting effect on the spider other than instant death.

In an instant, the spider was dead, and from everything Moody said, Harry knew it worked just like that on humans, too. On the dozens of people Voldemort had killed. On the hundreds killed by Death Eaters. On his parents – but not on him.

That knowledge, that understanding, was awful. Not something Harry had really been able to prepare for. Not something he’d understood he needed to.

But the strangest thing for Harry was the green light. He recognised it from his dreams. Memories, he supposed, suppressed and faded over the years, but memories all the same. Harry swallowed several times to try to clear the lump in his throat as he realised he could remember Voldemort cast the Killing Curse on him. Some part of him could, anyway. Fragments of a memory. An impression. The green light…

In the aftermath of Moody’s spell Harry could practically feel everyone’s eyes on him rather than on the spider. Harry, who had survived a Killing Curse. For reasons nobody understood, Harry was the only person in the world who could say such a thing, a fact which apparently needed to be brought up as often as possible. As if anyone – least of all Harry – was allowed to forget it. The Boy-Who-Lived, notable only because everyone else died. The Boy-Who-Remembered.

“See how easy that was?” said Moody after a few moments of silence. “Now, yeah, alright, it’s just a spider. It’s easy to want a spider dead, and it ain’t nothing strange either. But let me tell you—it’s a damned lot more common to want a person dead than you’d think it is. Right, then—Tonks! Get in here.”

Within seconds Harry spotted another figure at the back of the room, just past Moody’s desk – Miss Tonks. She sported a shock of mauve hair that day, which clashed horribly with her orange robes and combat boots. She stepped forwards to join Moody at the front of the class.

“Wotcher!” she said cheerfully.

“So, Tonks is here to watch this next part—can’t go about using an Unforgivable, ‘specially this one, on students without proper oversight. As an Auror—and adjunct staff member at Hogwarts—she’s qualified to sit in on this and make sure it’s all above board. Like every other part of my lessons this year this has been approved by the Ministry, the Board of Governors, and even Dumbledore himself. So don’t get your knickers in a twist, it is what it is.”

Moody paused for a few moments to let his words sink in.

Harry couldn’t say he was particularly looking forward to getting put under the Imperius Curse by Moody. Cleared with the Ministry, Board, and Dumbledore as it may be, it still didn’t sound like something anyone sane would want to sign up to. Just the knowledge that Moody could have Harry doing anything he wanted – within reason, given that Miss Tonks was in the room – sent Harry’s skin crawling. It seemed like the sort of thing that ought to be saved for NEWTs. Or not done at all.

“We’ll do this the easy way—alphabetically. Come on, Abbot, you’re up,” said Moody.

Moody didn’t wait around. Once Hannah Abbot had got to the front of the class, Moody glanced at Tonks and then immediately cast the Imperius Curse. He didn’t have Abbot do anything particularly difficult or embarrassing. He had her jump up and down, then sing a few bars of some old-fashioned pop song, and then sent her back to sit down.

Even so, it was a display Harry didn’t much look forward to making himself.

Moody went rapidly through the class then, making each student in turn jump up and down, sing silly songs, or jump off chairs. He kept each of them under the Imperius for just long enough to get his point across, and then lifted it right away, which Harry grudgingly supposed was a reasonable way of going about the whole affair. Moody had Tracey spin around like a ballerina, which to her credit she executed really well – although Harry remembered she’d auditioned for WADA, so she did have experience. He had Ernie singing Celestina Warbeck’s most popular song in a shaky falsetto, all the more embarrassing because Ernie knew all the words. Harry couldn’t help but snigger at some of the things he’d seen, although at the back of his mind he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that no matter how funny it was seeing his friends do something weird like that, it was wrong on every level.

If it had been someone other than a trusted, respectable teacher – and former Auror – at the other end of the wand, things could go very differently indeed. Harry supposed that was the entire point of the lesson, but it still felt off to him.

When it got to Draco’s turn under the spell, Harry thought he was going to refuse. In the end, Draco got up after being asked a second time, although from the look on his face, very reluctantly. Harry didn’t blame him.

“Imperio,” said Moody, just as he’d done every other time. Then, just like with all the others, Moody remained silent as he directed Draco to do whatever it was he wanted him to do.

But Draco just stood there.

After a about half a minute, Draco took one step forward, and then another, shaking, but didn’t follow it up again. Harry could tell that hadn’t been what Moody had wanted at all, as the battle-scarred ex-Auror wore a lopsided frown. Draco moved, jerky and halting, in little fits and starts across the classroom – punctuated with long pauses.

Moody kept at it for about a minute more, the frown on his face growing larger by the second, until Tonks nudged him and he gave up. Despite Draco generally being a prat, Harry couldn’t help but be a little impressed at the performance. Draco hadn’t quite managed to resist the curse, but he’d come a lot closer than anyone else had managed.

And if Draco had managed that much, well… Harry thought his own chances were pretty good.

“Ah, well, you’re obviously not as weak-willed as that father of yours,” said Moody after he’d released the spell on Draco. “Have five points to Slytherin. I said earlier not many wizards can resist the Imperius, so. Good on you for getting close, I suppose.” Despite Moody’s words, he seemed less than pleased. “Go on then, sit back down.”

Harry watched as Draco went back to his seat, and for the briefest of moments Harry saw a glint of something in the other boy’s eyes. It was gone by the time Draco sat back down, and by then Moody had called Theodore up for his go under the spell.

Theodore didn’t appear to resist the spell at all, as Moody had him skip around at the front of the classroom while singing wizarding nursery rhymes, and nor did Pansy who was up after him. But after Pansy, it was Harry’s turn.

“You’re up next, Potter,” said Moody.

Harry got up from his desk and slowly made his way to the front of the class. He’d seen near enough everyone else in the class handle the spell, so now it was his turn. He didn’t expect Moody to have him do anything too egregiously stupid, but Harry didn’t want to give in to the old Auror’s commands. If he could at least match Draco’s display, he would be happy. Well, satisfied, anyway.

Harry looked Moody right in the eyes and the braced for the spell. Well, eye – the blue one was whizzing about doing something else.

“Imperio.”

Immediately Harry felt calm and cosy. Serene, almost like he could just float away into the sky. Like anything he’d ever worried about was just … gone. Although he could still see, he didn’t seem to be taking anything in. His surroundings were just what they were, the details unimportant. That he was stood at the front of his Defence Against the Dark Arts class in preparation to get mind-controlled hardly seemed to matter at all. Harry wondered why that idea had ever bothered him, even.

Then a voice, silky-smooth and easy, worked its way into his thoughts.

Sing Celestina Warbeck’s song, Fill My Cauldron, the voice said. It wasn’t even a command. It was something was, something akin to mere suggestion. The implication that he might like to do it, perhaps, that it was something he was already planning to do anyway.

Harry had heard the song many times before. It was the sort of song that played over and over again on the Wireless, so he knew enough of the words to give it a go. Some of the notes were a bit high but his voice hadn’t quite broken yet, so he could try. Harry took a breath and then—

Harry didn’t sing a word. Singing in front of his classmates was somewhere near the bottom of the list of things he wanted to do, no matter what Moody wanted from him. Maybe back in the Common Room, or with only a couple of his closest friends around, but certainly not in front of the whole Defence Against the Dark Arts class. Moody was out of his mind if he thought he could get Harry to do that.

Even though he did know all of the Slytherins very well, and the Hufflepuffs were all generally quite nice, so it wouldn’t be embarrassing at all, really…

Harry almost started to sing, but then thought the better of it. He didn’t want to sing, so he wouldn’t, and that was that. Nothing Moody could do – Unforgivable Curse or not – could ever get Harry to do that, he was quite sure.


  Jump up and down.


But Harry knew he didn’t want to jump up and down. He certainly could do it, and it wouldn’t be the worst thing he’d ever done, and really it wasn’t actually that difficult a request to comply with even though he didn’t want to do it, so perhaps he would just go ahead and…

No! thought Harry firmly. He didn’t want to jump, so he wouldn’t. Jumping was what Moody wanted him to do, after all, and not what Harry wanted to do.

Or was it? Maybe Harry did want to jump up and down… After all, he wouldn’t be thinking so hard about it if it was what Moody wanted him to do, would he?

Jump up and down, said the voice again, this time a bit more insistent.

Harry started to wonder why he didn’t want to jump. It wasn’t hard. It wasn’t even embarrassing – it was just jumping. And he knew that he could jump, the voice seemed quite interested in getting him to do it, so Harry started to jump.

Fuck off! Harry thought.

He didn’t jump.

Walk across the room, suggested the voice. Just a few steps.

Harry took a deep breath and decided not to walk across the room. He wanted to, of course, because why wouldn’t he want to stretch his legs and take a nice little walk to the other side of the classroom? He’d spent most of the day sitting around in chairs doing nothing at all, and that got old fast. Really, a nice little walk was the best thing for him. In fact…

Harry shook the feeling away. The desire to do whatever the voice said – even if its suggestions were all perfectly reasonable and in general things he already wanted to do anyway – was perfectly normal and he should just give in to it. So he decided to—

I said fuck off! Harry thought again. He didn’t want to do what Moody said, and the old Auror’s suggestions weren’t perfectly reasonable. Harry was under the effects of a curse. He just needed to… just needed to…

Sit back down in your chair, suggested the voice after a while.

That was more like it, Harry felt, so he started to turn until he realised that the voice had come from the spell rather than Moody’s mouth. So Harry stayed right where he was. Although he did really want to sit back down – and he was quite sure it was really his own desire – Harry would wait until the Professor verbally asked him to do so.

After lifting the Imperius Curse.


  Go on, sit down. You’re done here.


By then Harry had grown accustomed to the light, airy feeling throughout his body and mind, so he ignored the voice. All of its suggestions sounded like things Harry already wanted to do, even when at the back of his mind he knew otherwise. But if Harry really concentrated, he knew he didn’t have to listen. Spell or no spell, Harry was in control of his own actions.

The voice whispered a few more commands into Harry’s mind, but they all felt rather less important. Instead, he felt much more present in the room again, could actually see what he was looking at instead of just glancing over it, and the airy feeling had more or less gone away.

“Alright, Potter, you’ve proved your point,” Moody said. “Ten points to Slytherin for completely resisting my curse. You can sit down now.”

Relieved to be done, Harry returned to his seat. He hadn’t made a fool of himself at all. To the contrary he’d been one of only two students not to succumb to the curse. Moody finished up with the rest of the class – the final student to go under the wand being Blaise, as usual – and then when everyone had settled down again, finished his lecture.

“So you’ve all been under the Imperius now,” Moody said. “One of you nearly resisted it—and I think Potter even threw it off completely near the end, which is a neat little trick—but for the rest of you… well, better hope there’s never a next time. I’m your teacher, not a Dark wizard, so I had you jumping, singing, just silly things. Death Eaters would have you killing. Worse, even. Use what you’ve learned today if it ever happens again, but pray it never does. At least you know what it feels like, now. I’m going to let you go early, but you’ve got homework—I want you to think about what you saw and felt today. Don’t just run off—really think about the lesson. Might do you a bit of good. Now go on—shove off, I’m done for the day.”

Harry put his things back in his back and then left the classroom with his friends, everyone quite a lot more subdued than when they’d come in.

“That was awful,” said Daphne in a near whisper once they’d got well clear of the Defence classroom.

“I didn’t realise the Killing Curse would be so… pretty,” said Millicent, her voice flat. “That bright green…”

“When he said about how the spider would be screaming,” said Theodore. “Just the way he…”

“How did you throw off the Curse?” demanded Blaise of Harry. “I just couldn’t—everything he said, it was like I wanted…”

Harry nearly stopped walking as he thought about what to say. He didn’t want to dismiss his friends’ difficulty in resisting the curse, but he didn’t really know how he’d done it. He just hadn’t wanted to do it, so he hadn’t. It felt like it was, and should always be, that simple, but it obviously wasn’t.

“Er, I don’t really know,” Harry said. “I nearly did a few of the things he said about—he wanted me to jump up and down, walk across the room—but I just… I knew I didn’t really want to do them. So I didn’t. Once I realised that I didn’t have to do anything Moody said, it was a lot easier and then I think that’s when I threw off the curse.”

Harry’s explanation didn’t seem to satisfy Blaise, although he didn’t ask for more.

“I’m never going to look at Professor Moody the same again,” declared Tracey, much quieter than usual. “He cast all three Unforgivables like it was nothing—he cast the Imperius like twenty times!”

“Well, at least it’s done now,” Harry offered, although his friends didn’t seem to take the same view on it as he did.

The Viper group Slytherins – except Draco, who’d gone off somewhere else – made their way back to the dungeons in silence, each of them stuck in their own heads.
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The aftereffects of Moody’s lesson in the Unforgivable Curses faded away over the next couple of weeks, especially as Harry had to focus on his other schoolwork and on his extracurricular activities. With the beginning of the duelling competition looming, Harry felt like he needed as much practise as he could fit in.

He’d suggested as much to Tracey after breakfast, but it seemed his sparring partner had other ideas.

“Come on, Harry—we can’t spend every last minute practising,” said Tracey on the Saturday morning before the duelling competition officially started. Harry had wanted to go spend the morning doing drills. “I know the competition starts next week but this weekend they’ve put on the Cultural Fayre, haven’t they, so I think it would be fun to go and have a look around there instead. And since the first Hogsmeade weekend isn’t until December we have to do something fun before then!”

“Well…” said Harry. The Cultural Fayre did sound sort of interesting, he supposed, and if it wasn’t he could always nip down to the dungeons for a spot of practise on his own. And Tracey did seem quite determined to go to the Cultural Fayre, so Harry supposed that if he wanted to get any training done, it would be alone. That could work, but they really needed to sort out their choreography for the doubles…

“And I spoke to Susan earlier and she said that she was going with Ernie and Justin, so it would be nice to hang out with them for a bit, wouldn’t it? We’ve all been so busy this year that we haven’t had much time off so I think it would be good for us all!”

“Alright then,” Harry agreed. It would be quite nice to spend some good, relaxing time with his friends from Hufflepuff. In between classes and everything else he hadn’t got the chance, after all. “Let me just go grab a nicer robe…”

Harry dashed back to his dormitory to stow his things and changed into a less sporty robe before meeting Tracey back in the Common Room.

“Daphne and Millie decided to come too!” said Tracey once Harry had got back. He saw Millicent sat next to Tracey, but no sign of Daphne. “Daphne said she needed to put on a different hairclip so she went back to get it. She won’t be too long.”

Harry doubted that – Daphne was notorious for spending ages getting ready for even simple things like going to sit by the lake – but kept his opinion to himself. It wouldn’t have changed the outcome.

“Where’s Theodore and Blaise?” Harry asked instead. “D’you reckon they’d want to come and have a look as well?”

“Nobody’s been able to find Blaise all morning,” said Tracey. “I have asked! I think he’s where he goes to practise for the duelling, though. You know what he’s like! But Theodore’s in the library—Olly said he saw him go in this morning—but I don’t think he’d really want to come anyway.”

Harry knew Tracey was right. A loud, chaotic event filled with people Theodore didn’t know and didn’t want to know sounded like exactly the sort of thing Theodore would go and hide away in the library to avoid, especially if no one had already got him to agree to attend. Still, Harry did think it would have been nice for them all to go together.

“Fair enough,” Harry said. He sat down on the arm of Tracey’s chair to wait for Daphne, since from experience he knew it could be a while until she returned. Daphne came back after about ten minutes.

“I just changed quickly as well,” Daphne explained once she reached the group. “Mummy sent this over last night! Do you like it?” she said and gave a little twirl. She’d changed into a pale blue robe in some sort of shimmery fabric which Harry thought didn’t look quite like silk, with a fitted top half and a lower half in the airy, flowy style that seemed popular with some of the upper year girls.

“It’s lovely,” said Tracey. “That colour is beautiful, it really is! Where’d you get it?”

“Daddy had it made for me,” said Daphne. “I wrote home to Mummy to tell her about the Beauxbatons girls, of course, and she asked Daddy to speak with his friend Frederique in Toulouse to see what the latest fashions were. What do you think, Millie?”

Millicent shrugged.

“Yeah, it’s great. You look really pretty. But fancy robes aren’t really my thing, you know that.”

The answer seemed to disappoint Daphne, at least as far as Harry could tell, but she recovered quickly and turned towards him.

“Well? What do you think, Harry?”

“Oh, er—it’s, um….” Harry said. Daphne did look very pretty in the dress. It hugged all the right places and accentuated bits of Daphne that Harry felt sure he wasn’t supposed to be looking at, almost like the question was a trap, but he felt rather put on the spot. “You do look really nice. I like the… colour…”

“Alright well let’s stop lounging about and get going!” said Tracey, suddenly on her feet.

Tracey set off for the exit doorway, leaving Harry, Millicent and Daphne to follow her. They met Ernie, Susan, and Justin at the top of the stairs from the dungeons and cellars, where the three Hufflepuffs waited at the far edges of the Entrance Hall.

“They did all of this since breakfast?” said Harry as he looked through the Entrance Hall and into the Great Hall itself. Little stalls with display boards stood scattered about the Great Hall, along with little stages with performers stood on them. Some of the performers juggled, while others breathed multi-coloured fire. Snatches of music drifted into the Entrance Hall, none of which Harry recognised. A fabulous array of different smells wafted through the air, and Harry thought he could see street vendors further into the Great Hall.

Although the Entrance Hall hadn’t been quite so transformed, it did sport banners, balloons and three raised platforms where large models of the three schools sat.

Or, where models of Hogwarts and Beauxbatons sat, at least, since the third platform contained only a nebulous grey cloud.

“Well, it’ll be the elves, won’t it?” said Ernie. “They shut the doors after breakfast, we all had to get out sharpish, actually. I know a few lads were hanging about outside to see what was up, but McGonagall turned up and shooed them away. They must have got all the people in then.”

Justin whistled.

“That Beauxbatons is impressive though, isn’t it? It’s like bloody Versailles! I was chatting to a lad from there the other day, and he said ‘we’ve got a castle, too’—well that’s a bloody palace!” said Justin. “No wonder they’re not that impressed with Hogwarts.”

“I don’t think it’s that much better than Hogwarts,” said Harry, perhaps a bit defensively. “Alright, so it is prettier, but Hogwarts has… erm… presence.” Hogwarts looked like it could withstand a siege – and had actually done so several times, if Harry remembered correctly – whereas Beauxbatons looked better suited for partying aristocrats.

“It’s a shame Durmstrang wouldn’t let them put up a model, though,” said Ernie after he’d read the little plaques beneath each model. “‘Due to concerns over security, no model of Durmstrang Institute has been provided,’” read Ernie. “God, they’re a bloody paranoid lot though, aren’t they? Worse than bloody Slytherins!” He paused. “Er, no offence…”

“It’s only paranoia if it’s irrational,” said Harry with a shrug. “But you’re not wrong—I was talking to this girl from Durmstrang at the Feast and she was saying they’re all on best behaviour. She wouldn’t let any little secrets slip. I don’t know what they think would happen—it’s only a school.”

“Hogwarts keeps secrets as well, though,” said Justin. “It’s supposed to be really hard to find the House Common Rooms—remember when we went looking for Slytherin, Ernie? Couldn’t find it, kept getting turned around in the dungeons. Ended up lower down than we’d ever been before.”

“That’s true,” said Ernie. “And you can’t put Hogwarts on a map, either… but at least we don’t keep secret what bloody country it’s in!”

“Only because you Scots can’t go five minutes without shouting it,” said Justin, grinning.

Ernie ignored the jibe.

“Where’ve the girls got to, anyway? I swear you came in with them, Harry, but they’ve disappeared…” Ernie said instead.

“They’re over there giggling about something,” said Harry. He nodded to where the four girls stood at the edge of the Entrance Hall. “I think Daphne’s showing off her new robes.”

“She does look fit in them though, doesn’t she?” said Ernie appreciatively.

“Definitely,” agreed Harry. He did always feel a little awkward thinking about his friends that way, but it was difficult to deny that Daphne looked good in her new robes. Harry felt like anyone with eyes could tell.

“Right, come on, let’s get going,” said Justin quickly. “You know how Suze gets about silk robes, Ern,” he said as he moved forward to collect the girls.

Harry and Ernie joined the rest of the group whilst Justin was persuading the girls to get moving into the Great Hall. It didn’t take him too long, and soon enough they meandered into the Great Hall to join the masses of students, both local and foreign, inside the cavernous chamber.

“It’s really packed in here, isn’t it?” said Harry as he squashed past a group of loud first years. “I didn’t realise the Fayre would be so popular…”

The Great Hall had obviously been expanded for the occasion and it was still filled to bursting. Stalls selling food and little trinkets stood crammed in next to platforms with performers and little cultural display boards with barely any space left for the masses and masses of students stuffed in amongst them. To Harry it felt more like a crowded market than the place where he ate his breakfasts.

“It isn’t very often that something like that happens, I suppose,” said Susan. “And there’s no Hogsmeade weekend until December so I think everyone wants do something fun.”

“And it’s a good chance to mix with the other schools,” said Tracey. “I think everyone from their lot is here today as well! And we haven’t had much chance to get to know them, have we, yet?”

Harry supposed that was true. Although the students from the other schools joined the House tables at mealtimes, they attended most classes and slept in their giant carriage and magical ship, and generally speaking socialised amongst themselves. So events like the Cultural Fayre did seem like a decent enough attempt at providing a space for everyone to interact.

“I’m interested in getting to know some new boys!” said Susan. “Not that the ones we’ve got aren’t, er, good enough,” she said with a quick glance at the three boys. “But new is better! Sometimes. Right?” she said with a look towards the girls.

“Oh, definitely!” said Tracey.

Daphne rolled her eyes.

“And I thought we’d come for the cultural ambience and broadened horizons!” she said with an exaggerated sigh. “Come on, Millie, let’s go and have a look at that display!” She linked her arms with Millicent and then dragged her off to look at a display board full of bits of writing and moving pictures.

“We’d better follow them,” said Tracey, laughing. “Millie hates things like those displays and if we don’t go with them, Daphne won’t even bother looking at the performers!”

Harry shrugged and followed after the two girls at a slow pace. Although the Great Hall was packed practically to the rafters, Harry found he didn’t really mind. Having to push past people was annoying, but everything else that was going on made up for it, really, from the jugglers to the fire-breathers and the traditional folk singers stood on the stages.

And even the displays had interesting bits and pieces on them.

“I didn’t know Durmstrang was a country,” said Harry, pointing at the display nearest to their group. A sparkling banner at the top proclaimed it as an ‘historical information’ display. Most of the sections with parts pertaining to Durmstrang were empty or had only snippets of information on them. Several spaces on the display had clearly been intended for photographs, but there weren’t any on the board. “See, look—‘Durmstrang Institute is not located within any national borders and is itself a sovereign nation led by its Headmaster.’ Weird.”

“D’you know, I was wondering why there wasn’t anyone from the—well, Durmstrang, I suppose—Ministry here to open the Tournament,” said Ernie. “I clocked the French bloke—he was the one with the scarf, don’t know if you remember—but couldn’t figure out which one was from Durmstrang’s country. I suppose that’s because it was their Headmaster since they don’t even… have a country. Or they are the country. You know what I mean.” Ernie waved his hand vaguely.

“To be honest,” said Harry, “I hadn’t noticed the French Ministry bloke. I hadn’t even thought of one from Durmstrang, either.”

“I guess that’s how they can be so picky about admissions,” said Ernie. “They set their own rules.”

“I don’t know why they picked Durmstrang to be part of this stupid competition,” said Justin. “It just seems like they’re so—I mean, you’ve heard about how they don’t accept muggleborns?” he said. “And they teach the Dark Arts to a level no other school in Europe does. I mean, really, if you were going to pick a school to be part of the competition, you wouldn’t pick Durmstrang, would you?”

“The students are alright,” said Harry. “The ones I’ve met, anyway. But it is a bit strange they don’t let muggleborns in. Seems like an outdated policy—especially since Hogwarts has never had that as a policy even since a thousand years ago.”

“Well, it’s just tradition. That’s why they’re here, isn’t it?” said Ernie. “I don’t condone their policies you know, obviously, but every Triwizard Tournament has been between the three schools here now. Can’t just overturn centuries of precedent like that! It’s just not done.”

Justin made a non-committal sound and then changed the subject.

“I’m going to grab us some pastries from that stall,” he said, gesturing towards the station where a patissier made and sold elegant French pastries. “Be back in a mo.”

“It’s been a difficult adjustment for Justin, sometimes,” said Ernie quietly once Justin had gone. “Did you know, back in the Muggle world, his family’s apparently quite important? I know there’s money there, as well. We’ve not talked about it specifically but you can tell. But here, well… it’s just a different world entirely, isn’t it? I suppose you sort of understand, you know, with your upbringing, but it’s different for you because your family is part of it all—even your mum. For Justin, he’s the first. You’ve got a name everyone knows—the surname, I mean. And they’d know that even without the, er, the…”

“It’s not been all sunshine and roses for me either,” Harry said. “But I get what you mean. It was a bit shit learning some people think my mum shouldn’t have been allowed here, even if they do pretend otherwise when they hear the name Harry Potter. But Justin’s got a point, hasn’t he? It is a stupid policy, and if I was doing the planning, I’d have picked one of the other schools instead. Can you imagine if we’d had to go there, instead? Would we have been allowed to bring muggleborns?”

Ernie shrugged.

“I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about it—but we bloody well ought to be allowed! Shouldn’t be a question, should it, in this day and age?” he said. “I can’t imagine Dumbledore would have agreed to that, anyway.”

Justin returned carrying paper bags filled with a selection of different pastries.

“The stuff he had was all similar to the muggle stuff,” explained Justin as he handed out bags, “but not quite the same, so I’m not sure what they’ll taste like. They look rather nice, though.”

Harry took a look inside the bag and pulled out a little ball of choux pastry, then popped it into his mouth.

Immediately his hair stood on end, and a shockwave went through his body, as the sweet, fruity filling spread through his mouth.

“Wow!” he said. “I wasn’t expecting that!”

“Your hair’s gone pink!” said Ernie.

“What? Really?” asked Harry, alarmed. He touched his hair and then realised that he couldn’t see it, so turned around to look for a shiny enough surface to get a look. When he found one he frowned deeply as he saw that his hair really had turned pink. A vivid, almost angry, pink.

“Er, sorry, Harry,” said Justin. “Didn’t mean for that to happen…”

“It’s not your fault,” muttered Harry. “Should have known magical sweets always have some sort of fine print attached…”

Justin fished in his own paper bag and brought out an identical little choux ball to the one Harry had eaten. He ate it, and his hair went through much the same thing as Harry’s, only it was a bright green instead.

“There we go,” said Justin. “Green’s not that bad, I suppose, but I couldn’t let you wander around like that on your own.”

Ernie rolled his eyes.

“Oh, go on then!” he said, and ate his own version. The same thing as had happened to Harry and Justin happened to Ernie, although his hair went a vivid orange. “Couldn’t let you two have all the fun.”

“I wonder how long it lasts?” said Justin as he looked at his newly green hair in his reflection.

“Your hair’s pink!” said Tracey, stifling a giggle when the girls eventually wandered back to the boys. “Why’d you do that?”

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” mumbled Harry. “I ate one of those French pastry balls—like a doughnut, I don’t know if you’ve seen them—and it made my hair like this.”

“At least it was an accident,” said Daphne, “because it looks awful. Pink hair, with those robes?”

“I’ve had those before,” said Susan. “They don’t last that long—you’ll be back to normal by dinnertime.”

Harry sighed.

“I guess it’s a good bit of fun. Where’d you lot get to, anyway?” Harry asked.

“Daph wanted one of those weird cloud animal things that wizard is making over there,” said Millicent, waving her arm in the general direction the four girls had come from, “but there was a big queue so we didn’t bother.”

“Cloud animal things?” asked Justin. “What?”

“It’s like a stuffed animal made out of clouds!” said Daphne. “They’re so cute and they jump around! And they’re really fluffy, so they feel so good when you hug them! But they disappear after a few days…”

“They’re called nuanimaux, or something like that,” said Susan. “They are really cute. We’ll have to come back later to see if we can get one then…”

The little group wandered around the Great Hall some more, stopping at some of the stalls and displays as they did so. Harry learned a fair bit about the history of Hogwarts and Beauxbatons, and it was an interesting enough diversion that he didn’t feel too bad about missing his duelling practise for the day.

They stopped at a vendor giving out curried sausages, which Harry was initially a bit hesitant to try. Prodding from Tracey convinced him, however, so he got himself a little one on a tray and tried it out.

After the first bite Harry felt tears run from his eyes, and steam literally shoot from his ears.

“That was… hot!” he spluttered a few moments later. Once his mouth had cooled down, however, he felt like taking another go at it. “Tasty, though.” He took another bite, and although the same thing happened again, it didn’t feel quite as bad. Once he’d finished the sausage, the tray disappeared.

Tracey grinned.

“I love these—they’re so good! My dad makes them sometimes but his don’t make as much steam,” she said.

“I don’t imagine I’ll have much room for dinner if we keep at this any longer,” said Ernie, rubbing at his stomach.

“You don’t have to get everything from every stall,” pointed out Susan.

“You’re getting some of everything from every stall, though,” said Justin.

“But I’m saving mine for later, mostly,” Susan said primly.

Harry had never been one to overeat – something about watching Dudley stuff himself to bursting had put him off – but given that most of the stuff on offer was the sort of food they never really got outside of feasts, even he’d been keeping some back for later. Perhaps not as much as Ernie, though. The other boy really had tried everything they’d seen so far. It was a good thing that the Cultural Fayre was replacing lunch, Harry supposed.

“Well, you know, cultural horizons, culinary experimentation, all that,” Ernie mumbled, although he did put the big, curly battered sausage he’d been eating back into its bag.

“Hello, Harry,” said a voice from behind Harry. “Are these your friends?”

He turned with a mouth full of sausage to see Giovanna, the pretty Italian witch from Durmstrang who he hadn’t seen since the Feast, along with another witch and a couple of wizards. He hastily wiped his face and nodded.

“Oh, er, yeah! Yeah, these are my friends!” Harry said, and then quickly made the relevant introductions.

“It is lovely to meet you all,” said Giovanna. She introduced her friends and then gestured to Harry’s hair. “I like your hair. The colour is certainly very… brave.”

“It was one of those French pastry ball things,” said Harry, suddenly very self-conscious.

“I am only teasing,” said Giovanna. “My friend—Natasha—had one, too!” Giovanna glanced at the short witch with a shock of blue hair. “Would you mind if we joined you and your friends?”

Harry checked with the rest of the group first. He didn’t want to saddle everyone with a bunch of new people they didn’t want, after all, but then gave his assent. Giovanna’s group mixed with Harry’s, then they all started to move throughout the Cultural Fayre in the magically enlarged Great Hall once more. It was a bit awkward with four new people – especially ones they didn’t really know – but Harry thought they muddled through quite well. And it was part of the point of the event, so he could put up with a bit of awkwardness.

“I’ve been learning so much today,” said Giovanna conversationally as they wandered through the cavernous room. “Did you know that the palazzo? No, palais… Ah, no! Palace, it is in English! There are too many languages in my head today!” Giovanna said with a lopsided grin. “Of Beauxbatons was paid for with alchemical gold? The great alchemist Nicolas Flamel went there as a young man, you see.”

“Really?” said Harry. “I didn’t know that! I don’t think so, anyway… I never knew that Durmstrang was its own country! Although, that’s basically the only thing I’ve seen about Durmstrang today since most of the displays don’t have anything…”

Giovanna shrugged.

“The school… ah, how do you say it? Constitution? No, the school charter tells us which secrets must be kept, you see. Have you been practising your flying?” she asked, changing the topic rather abruptly in Harry’s opinion. But then, he supposed that was to keep Durmstrang’s secrets without being rude. Better to keep up a conversation about unrelated things than refuse to answer questions because of some silly rule, Harry supposed.

“I haven’t had much time on a broom since before Hallowe’en,” Harry admitted reluctantly. He didn’t want one of his main competitors to think him underprepared, but he also didn’t want to lie to a pretty girl. “I’ve been working really hard for the duelling—since it’s next week. Don’t want to be knocked out in the first round.”

“Ah, a wizard of many talents!” said Giovanna, smiling. “Well, I will hope that you go through. But, do not tell Anatoly this—he will be duelling also, you see,” she said, with only a brief glance back at her tall friend who was – fortunately – occupied talking to Daphne.

“Hopefully we won’t be duelling each other in the first round, then,” Harry said. “I’d feel awful knocking him out before we’ve even really started.”

“You are very confident, I see!” said Giovanna, smiling. “Are you this sure of your flying, as well? Should I start to worry?”

Although she’d said it lightly, like everything else she’d said in her friendly, jocular tone, Harry could tell the question had a bit of steel in it, too. No doubt she really was interested in whether Harry would pose a threat to her chances at winning the flying. Harry assumed Giovanna was quite good, both to have been picked for the Aerobaticum in the first place and because she’d clearly invested a decent whack of cash into it with her brand-new Hayami.

“I’ve not been flying that long,” Harry said, choosing his words carefully, “but I got through all our qualifiers for every event in the Aerobaticum—standard and free.” He grinned. “But maybe Hogwarts is just full of terrible flyers, and I’m only the best of a bad bunch. You’ll have to wait and see!”

“I look forward to it,” Giovanna said. She turned the conversation on to less competitive topics then, and she and Harry chatted to each other about all the usual sorts of things – their classes, things their friends had been up to, bits and pieces about their families.

“My mother loves this kind of music,” said Giovanna as they stopped in front of a performer singing – loudly – in Italian. “It is too traditional for me, though—I prefer more modern music.”

Harry nodded.

“I agree. I mean, this is really nice—I don’t know what she’s saying but she’s a good singer—but I prefer the modern stuff, too.”

“It’s a song about, um, a hero who goes away to fight in a war, and the—the lover he left behind,” said Giovanna, her face tinged with pink. “You are lucky to not know what she’s saying—it’s full of the sorts of lyrics mothers love to hear. You know, the really embarrassing kind of things they like to sing in front of friends…” Giovanna paused. “Oh, I’m so sorry—I didn’t mean…”

Harry frowned, then realised why Giovanna had become so flustered.

His mother was dead. Famously.

“My aunt is like that too, sometimes,” Harry said with a smile. It wasn’t quite true – Petunia Dursley lived for appearances, and rarely did anything that might be considered inappropriate – but she did have her moments. It wasn’t important, anyway; he just wanted Giovanna to feel less self-conscious about what she’d said. “So I know what you mean.” He changed the subject. “Have you seen that juggler? I swear he was juggling cats earlier…”

Harry led Giovanna away from the – apparently embarrassing – Italian singer and towards the juggler he’d seen earlier. They kept up their conversation like that with only a few other awkward incidents until Giovanna’s friend Natasha appeared at her side and said something incomprehensible to her in German.

Giovanna nodded a few times and then turned back to Harry.

“My friends, they want to—well, it doesn’t matter, but I need to go with them,” said Giovanna. “But I wanted to say to you—I mean, ah…” She paused and went a bit red around the ears. “It was nice talking with you again today. And—we were told of the visits to the little village, Hog’s Meet? No, Hogsmeade, that’s right. There is one in December, we were told, and Master Karkaroff, he said that we could go…” she trailed off, as if waiting for Harry to say something.

After a few moments Harry realised – or perhaps only hoped – that Giovanna wanted him to ask her to go to Hogsmeade. He’d never asked a girl anything like that before. What should he say? It couldn’t be as simple as just… asking, could it?

That felt wrong.

“Oh! Er, yeah, yeah the first one is next month,” said Harry, feeling all the while like he was about to trip over his own tongue. He wondered if it had always been so big in his head, or if it was something new… “I’ve never been since first years can’t go… but it’s meant to be, er, really nice. If—I mean, I was going to—ah.” Harry paused and took a breath. He’d faced off against two Death Eaters and Voldemort before the end of his first year at school; asking a girl to Hogsmeade should be easy in comparison. “I’m going, so if you wanted to, we could go … together?”

Giovanna smiled widely, an expression which went right to her eyes and lit up her face.

“Yes! Yes, that would be very nice,” she said. “I will see you before then, to make ah, better plans—but yes, I will definitely come with you!”

Natasha sighed loudly and gestured for Giovanna to get moving.

“I will see you soon, Harry Potter,” Giovanna said before she turned away. Then, she looked back. “Good luck next week.”

The vivacious Italian girl walked off to join her friends. Harry watched her go with a big smile on his face.

“Go on then,” said Ernie once the group reunited, “tell us what’s got you so happy.”

Harry mumbled a response, which he knew would be lost in the din of the Great Hall during the Cultural Fayre.

“Didn’t quite catch that, mate,” Ernie said with a big grin.

“Giovanna—she wanted—erm, well, I asked her—we’re going to Hogsmeade together next month,” Harry said, a bit louder this time.

“Oh, nice one!” said Ernie. “Well done, mate.”

“That mate of hers wasn’t too happy to be with us, though,” said Justin. “Made a right show of how bored she was. Natasha, wasn’t it?”

“Oh, never mind that sourpuss,” said Susan. “I think she was just a bit jealous. Giovanna is really pretty. Her friends told us she fancied you—that’s why we all stayed back so you could chat with her.”

“Well, that and that Anus bloke wanted to sniff around Daph,” said Millicent.

“Anatoly,” corrected Daphne gently, “and I told him I didn’t want to go to Hogsmeade with him. He’s not what I’m looking for in a companion,” she said, although she didn’t elaborate.

“I thought we could all go together since it’s the first one,” said Tracey, sounding a little disappointed, “but that girl is really pretty so you should be really pleased, Harry!”

“Er, thanks, I think,” said Harry. He certainly couldn’t deny that he felt lucky. Giovanna was pretty, and a competent flyer, too. More than that she didn’t seem at all interested in all the ‘Harry Potter, Boy-Who-Lived’ nonsense. Still, he felt rather self-conscious and on display as everyone stood around him discussing his attempts at romance, so he changed the subject. “Shall we go around the rest of the Fayre? I know we’ve seen most of it but didn’t you say you wanted to have those cloud thingies? So… we should get going, I reckon,” Harry said, and set off without waiting for a response.

Anything to change the subject.

The group did visit the last bits and pieces of the Cultural Fayre that they hadn’t already seen, or hadn’t seen enough of at least, but once they were done, didn’t hang about much longer before making their way back to the lower recesses of the castle to return to their respective Common Rooms. Harry was rather glad it was all over. He only wanted to watch jugglers, or listen to folk songs from different countries, or stuff himself with sweets and snacks, for so long before he got bored, after all.

The four Slytherins said goodbye to their Hufflepuff counterparts once they reached the cellar level, and then continued on to the dungeons. The girls headed towards their dormitory immediately, but Harry went to see whether Blaise and Theodore had returned from their own activities.

“Harry?” called out Blaise when Harry passed by where he and Theodore were playing cards. “Why’ve you got pink hair?”

Harry sighed.

“Those stupid French pastry ball thingies,” he explained. “Don’t know if you’ve had them before, but they turn your hair stupid colours…”

“Well, it looks rather… er… fetching,” sniggered Theodore.

“Yeah, yeah,” Harry said. “Susan said it should wear off by dinnertime,” Harry said with a shrug before he sat down in an empty armchair. He placed the selection of sweets, pastries, and assorted food items he’d brought back from the Fayre onto the table. “They cancelled lunch for the Fayre, and I don’t think I’ll eat all of these now anyway. So go on, you two can have what’s left.”

Blaise eyed the paper bags sceptically.

“And have my hair change colour? Not bloody likely,” he said.

“There aren’t any more of those left, I don’t think,” said Harry, “but suit yourself.” Harry grabbed himself one of the few remaining Russian doughnut things whose name he couldn’t remember and ate it in little bits and pieces. It didn’t have any weird side-effects, so Harry felt quite safe eating it.

Eventually both Theodore and Blaise started to pick over the remains of Harry’s haul, and Harry joined in with the next round of cards.

Harry wanted to mention his upcoming trip to Hogsmeade with Giovanna, but in a way that didn’t sound ungentlemanly. He waited until the conversation reached an ebb, and then slipped it – he hoped – into the conversation nonchalantly.

“So, you remember that girl we were talking to at the Feast?” Harry said. “You know, the one with the Hayami broom?”

“Oh, yeah?” said Blaise. “She was fit though, wasn’t she?”

“Er, yeah, no—I mean, definitely she was,,” said Harry. “But that’s—well, we’re going to the next Hogsmeade weekend together. I asked her—or, she sort of hinted, so then I—anyway, we’re going together.” There. He’d said it.

“Damn, that’s a lucky pull, mate,” said Blaise. “She’s way fitter than you are. No offence.”

“Some taken,” said Harry. “I know my hair’s a nest but I’m not that bad…”

“Hate to tell you, but next to her, you look like a flobberworm,” said Blaise in a mock serious tone. “Just thought you should know. But enough of that—where are you going to take her? That place, what’s her name… Madame Pussyfoot? Girls are meant to like that.”

“Puddifoot,” corrected Theodore. “But that seems a bit much, doesn’t it? It’s where the uppers take girls, I know, but… and I’m not—I mean I’ve never been on a date before, but it seems like…” he trailed off.

“Er, I hadn’t got that far,” Harry admitted. “I was thinking we’d just go and do all the normal Hogsmeade stuff—she’s never been either, has she? And since it’s both our first time there… So… yeah, I was just… why, d’you not think that’s alright?”

Theodore shrugged.

“Honestly couldn’t say. Maybe ask one of the girls?”

“I reckon that’s fine,” said Blaise. “Maybe you could ask one of the girls—Daphne would be the best, I think. Another round?”

Blaise gestured to the deck of cards.

“Go on,” said Theodore. “Deal me in for another.”

Harry shook his head.

“Nah, I think I’ll go shower. I’ve got all those food smells from the Fayre stuck on me. Maybe after.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Blaise. “See you later.”

Harry left the remnants of food in their bags on the table, and got up to go and take a shower, his thoughts a jumble of fixated on Giovanna, Hogsmeade, and Japanese bespoke broomsticks.
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On the morning of the twenty-third of November Dumbledore announced that classes would be cancelled the next day so that all students could attend the very first set of events in the Triwizard Tournament. As pleased as Harry was to get the whole day off to prepare, he was disappointed to realise he’d have to miss the vast majority of the events in the Pariturium’s first round due to how the bouts had been arranged. The four categories – all eight groups – would run concurrently in a purpose-built arena out on the grounds, over a couple of hours just after lunch. 

At least the matchups had finally been posted. Flitwick had discreetly pinned it to the outside of his door that morning after breakfast, although no announcement had been made.

Fortunately Harry had a free first thing on Wednesdays, so as soon as word reached him about the list, he went straight there to check it for himself.

“That’s bollocks,” said Blaise after he’d read the list. “We’ve only got five in the competition—Beauxbatons has got six in.”

“Really?” said Harry. “Let’s have a look.” He moved Blaise aside to get a look at the list for himself. He did a quick count and saw that Blaise was right. Hogwarts had only five participants in each of the singles categories, and only ten in the doubles – five pairs. “You’re right. That is bollocks,” he agreed.

“Move out of the way,” said Tracey. “You know I’m littler than either of you!”

Harry stepped aside so that Tracey could have a look at the list for herself. She really wasn’t very tall, anyway, so Harry could still see his entries on the list by looking over her.

“It says we don’t have as many because of the ‘home advantage’,” said Tracey after she’d looked over the list. “Flitwick wrote it right here at the bottom, see, really tiny.”

“So why’s Durmstrang only got five as well, then?” said Blaise. Then he looked at the parchment. “Oh, right—because of the ‘martial curriculum’, apparently.” He sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter, since we all got on the list anyway… but it does seem a bit unfair.”

“Have either of you two heard anything about our matchups?” asked Harry. “I mean, they’re just names to me—I’ve not heard anything about anyone. But you talk to everyone, Trace, so…”

“I haven’t heard anything,” she said. “And I’ve really been trying! You know Justine? Well she’s been getting ‘friendly’ with a boy from Beauxbatons, so I asked her if he’d said anything about the duelling but he hasn’t, not once. And Florence made a friend from Durmstrang but she hasn’t said anything, either. Although actually Florence’s new friend is in the singles—Orla Sigridsdottir, I think was her name. But neither of you is against her…”

“Ah, well, you tried,” said Harry. He shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to go into it blind. But at least we’ve got names now. I wonder what ‘Jokubas Balkus’ is like.” Harry’s first singles bout would be against a student from Durmstrang, a fellow second year, but that was all the information the list contained.

“He’s from Durmstrang,” said Blaise, “so you know he’s had a lot of duelling practise, at least. Mine’s from Beauxbatons—Ondine Moulin. Not a clue who she is, and I’ve been chatting to a couple of the Beauxbatons girls whenever they sit at our table for meals. But at least the Beauxbatons lot don’t do duelling normally, so you know it’s at least kind of an even footing…”

“Well, they must all be good duellists or they wouldn’t have been brought here,” said Tracey. “Alright, the Durmstrang lot probably are better—duelling is a normal class for them, isn’t it? But we’ve all been doing loads of practise and I heard they only start duelling in second year anyway, so it’s not that much of an advantage for them. They’ve only been at it for as long as we have!”

Harry nodded.

“That does make me feel a bit better about our chances,” he said after a few moments thinking on it. Any of the second year Durmstrang students would only have had a bit more practise with duelling than the Hogwarts students, and that only depending on how Durmstrang timetabled its duelling classes. By the time he progressed in the competition, Harry would have had a fair bit of real-world experience, too.

“And,” continued Tracey, “at least we’ll all be fighting at different times, so we can cover the matches we’ll each miss! Well, not for the doubles, but I’ll ask Daphne and Millie to sit in on the doubles and do that for us! So next time we’ll know a bit more about what we’re up against, won’t we?”

“That’s actually a good idea,” said Blaise. “I wouldn’t have thought to do that…”

“I suppose I’m useful for something,” said Tracey with a smile.

“Oi, you lot,” said an approaching fifth year. “Move off, we’ve got to look at the lists…”

The three second years left the Charms corridor to the fifth year duellists. Harry didn’t feel like he needed to stick around any longer, anyway, since he had names for his opponents in both the single and paired categories. They did have to return to the dungeons to grab their things for Defence, anyway.

Harry got through the rest of his day distractedly, paying only a minimal amount of attention to Defence and Charms—although he did have to reluctantly drag himself out of his thoughts about the duelling to make sure he didn’t blow up his cauldron in Potions—in favour of increasingly optimistic daydreams about his bouts the next day.

At dinner that evening all the students from all three schools were much more tight-lipped than usual, as by then everyone had seen the lists of competitors in the duelling and more or less everyone was attempting to wring information out of their counterparts from other schools. Where conversations did happen, they went around in circles and got nowhere.

Fortunately, Harry had sat himself amongst his fellow Slytherins and didn’t have to deal with any of that. Instead, he enjoyed his dinner and then settled in for an early night.

*

The next morning, after a quick forced breakfast which he didn’t really feel like eating but had been convinced to by his friends, Harry spent a couple of hours in his little dungeon chamber going over drills with Tracey. Neither of them went too hard at it, since – mostly at Tracey’s insistence – they didn’t want to tire themselves out before the competition after lunch. Although they did both have a doubles bout later that afternoon, Tracey agreed mainly to help Harry with his defensive manoeuvres for the singles, which Harry honestly felt was a better use of both of their time since their doubles game was already strong and Tracey did need a bit more work on her offensives.

They finished up about half an hour before lunch. Harry felt like they could have pushed it a bit further, but Tracey had refused. Harry did grudgingly agree that Tracey was right – too much last-minute practise could be a bad thing if he didn’t take enough time to relax. It still felt wrong to give up before he had to, though.

After getting ready, Harry ate a quick, light lunch and then joined Flitwick and the rest of Hogwarts’s duellists in the Entrance Hall to get ready for the start of the contest.

“Settle down, settle down!” shouted Flitwick over the crowd of duellists. Nobody stopped talking. Flitwick tried again, but once more failed to overpower a crowd of fifty or so excited, enthusiastic, teenaged wizards and witches. When that didn’t work, Harry watched as the little wizard shot a loud bang out of the end of his wand which quite quickly had the desired effect.

“Now then! As you are hopefully all aware, the duelling competition begins today. The event is being held in a purpose-built arena out on the grounds and—having just come back from touring it—I must say it is certainly fit for purpose! It is easily one of the nicest and most suitable arenas I have ever seen—adjusted for the size of the competition, of course! Now, something you may not be aware of is that press—domestic and international—representatives shall be present today.”

That little announcement caused a ripple of noise throughout the gathered crowd, although is fell off after Flitwick clapped his hands together.

Harry felt a little flutter in his stomach at Flitwick’s words. He’d been in the papers before, of course – most notably at the end of the summer due to Quirrell – but never for anything he actually wanted people to know about.

“The media presence here today is primarily concerned with the Triwizard Champions competing today, so those of you who are not Mr Diggory can relax somewhat—and Mr Diggory, you shall have to get used to it, I am afraid! It will only get worse after tomorrow’s Task!”

Harry had a quick look around for Diggory, although he couldn’t see him. The Hufflepuffs had bunched up around him. Harry knew though that Diggory had dropped out of the Junior singles to focus on his Championship for the Gauntlet, although he was still participating in the doubles – and several flying events on top.

It was Diggory’s own choice to drop out, but Harry thought he probably could have managed to remain in the singles duelling. It wouldn’t have been that much extra work. Then again, the Goblet had picked Diggory for a reason, so presumably the bloke knew what he was doing even if it wasn’t what Harry would have done.

“That said,” continued Flitwick, “your performance today will be noted if it is particularly good or bad, and the results of today’s bouts will be published regardless. In addition, members of the public have been allowed to watch the events today, so all bouts will be spectated. As we are all here, we should make an orderly procession to the arena! Follow me, please.”

Flitwick parted the sea of students and left the castle. He led them through the grounds to a space near to the Quidditch pitch where only a day before there had been manicured lawns. Instead, a somewhat squat but fairly impressive-looking arena had been constructed in a Romanesque style which now sat resplendent in their stead, complete with towering arches and massive stonework. Statues depicting gargoyles and many more humanoid figures adorned the very top of the building, which Harry assumed were more than ornamental given wizards’ propensity for enchanting bits and pieces of architecture. 

A long line of people stretched away from the arena. The members of press Flitwick had warned them about, presumably. Their presence made things a little trickier, at least to Harry, who hadn’t been expecting to be watched by random members of the public. It was even possible to tell which of the people queuing were press, as Harry saw several logos he recognised – Wireless broadcasters mainly, along with the Daily Prophet – but many more that he didn’t, which he supposed were from international media outfits.

Harry nudged Blaise as they passed by the queuing members of the press.

“Look how long that queue is!”

“There must be someone here from every major European news outlet,” said Blaise. “I can see two just from Italy! I didn’t realise it’d be quite so well attended…”

“Me either,” said Harry. He wondered if he’d ever been in a foreign newspaper before – at least after Voldemort’s fall. That had been in newspapers around the world, Harry knew, but surely he hadn’t been a feature afterwards.

It would be nice to get a mention for something other than that.

“It’s exciting, isn’t it?” said Tracey, with a hungry look in her eyes.

Flitwick led the Hogwarts duellists in through a side entrance in the middle of one of the arches and into an ornate chamber filled with comfortable-looking chairs. A couple of tables stood at one end the room loaded with drinks and little snacks.

“This is where we will await our bouts,” said Flitwick. “That passageway there leads to the arena stages—of which there are four. When it is your turn you will walk down that passageway and an attendant will direct you to your particular stage, so don’t worry about that. After your bout is complete you may return here—it isn’t required but there is no space reserved for competitors to sit in the stands, and four enchanted mirrors have been arranged here so that we may view all of the bouts.”

 He gestured to where four large mirrors sat against the wall facing the chairs.

“Now, if there are no questions there are some last-minute bits of administration which I am unfortunately required to see to,” explained Flitwick. He waited for a few moments but nobody seemed to have any questions, and then he disappeared down the passageway to the arena stages.

“Oh, it looks like Daph won’t need to take any notes for us!” said Tracey. “Ah, well, I’m sure she’ll enjoy the afternoon anyway.”

Harry wasn’t quite so sure. Daphne didn’t enjoy watching duels overly much and had been persuaded to attend on the basis of supporting her friends, but he stayed quiet. Millicent and Theodore would have a more enjoyable time of it, at least.

“Nice setup, though,” said Blaise. “Those mirrors are meant to be tricky to get working—they really are pulling out all the stops for this.”

“Seems a bit of a waste to put this up for just the Tournament and then pull it down after,” said Harry after he settled down into a plush chair.

Blaise shrugged.

“Maybe they’ll keep it around for something.”

“What, though?” said Harry. “We don’t… do anything we could use it for.”

“I think after the Tournament’s done we should have our own duelling league,” said Tracey. “I was talking to Emily—you know, from Adder group?—about this yesterday. They teach duelling at Durmstrang and I know there’s a usual duelling club at Beauxbatons so it would be a brilliant idea if we had a league or something like that here, too. And I’m sure there’ll be enough interest in it when the Tournament’s over. I mean, look at how many people are here today! I bet it would be as popular as Quidditch if we kept up with it!”

Harry supposed Tracey had a point. From just a quick look around there were perhaps fifty people clustered in the waiting area, and although there was some doubling up given that some people were competing in both the single and the paired competitions, Harry thought there should definitely be enough interested people for Hogwarts to support its own duelling league.

“That’s a decent idea,” said Harry, mulling it over.

“It is, actually,” agreed Blaise. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

“I’m so glad our doubles isn’t until later,” said Tracey, scanning over the list of fixtures attached to the wall. “That way, we get to watch the other matches first and have a good look at what to expect.” She paused. “Although, I don’t want to start on the snacks until after we’ve gone but that table does look tempting…”

Harry nodded.

“Definitely. Mind, my singles match is quite early—I’m fourth, look—but it’s not as bad as being first.”

Unfortunately for Diggory, whether by coincidence or some desire to spice up the opening of the Pariturium, his doubles Junior match was the opening match in his category. Harry didn’t envy the fourth year Hufflepuff at all, not now that he’d seen the long procession of media professionals queuing up outside.

Not to mention the random people watching.

If Diggory did badly today, it could tarnish his reputation for the rest of the Tournament, even in the other events, especially once the press got hold of it. At least it wasn’t against Delacour or Krum, although both were competing in the Junior singles rather than the doubles competition.

Of course, the same could be said for Harry if he lost at the first hurdle, but he expected that the attention would, for once, not be focused on him as he was just a lowly Novice competitor in the second year group. A footnote in the larger competition… at least until he won something.

“When’s your match, Blaise?” Harry asked. “Oh, never mind—you’re eighth, I can see. Not too shabby.”

“I was thinking that as well,” Blaise said. “Gives me time before and after to settle in and watch. Not as much as Draco, though—he’s the last match of the day.”

Harry didn’t know whether Draco was lucky or not with his fixture. On the one hand, he could watch all the bouts from all the schools that were before his, and get a grip on style and all of that; but on the other hand, he had to watch all of the other bouts and sit there waiting hours for his own, all the while wondering whether he’d done enough preparation.

“Why’s he gone and sat over there on his own, anyway?” said Harry, his voice almost a whisper so that the other boy couldn’t hear. Not that it would have mattered anyway, since Draco really had gone to sit on his own at the other side of the room, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

Harry didn’t especially want Draco to be sat with them, but at the same time, it was odd that Draco had decided not to. They were, after all, classmates, housemates, and dormmates—it would have been natural for them all to sit together, especially as none of Draco’s closer friends had qualified.

Blaise shrugged.

“He’s been off since we got back to school this year, you know that,” Blaise said dismissively. “I stopped paying attention to him a few weeks ago.”

“I did ask him if he wanted to walk to the arena with us,” said Tracey, “but he just said, ‘No thanks,’ then walked here on his own. He’s not even sitting with Montague. Maybe he’s nervous and just wants to be on his own.”

Draco certainly didn’t look nervous to Harry, and the other boy’s performance in the practise duels had been exemplary – much as it pained Harry to admit it – so Harry didn’t think Draco would be particularly worried about his performance. Still, Harry didn’t think it was anything serious. Just another thing to add to the growing list of ‘odd things Draco did’.

“Well, if you asked and he said no…” Harry said, and then shrugged. Although he didn’t say it because it felt rude, Harry thought that all three of them would be far more relaxed without Draco there, anyway. Even last year when they’d all nominally been friends Draco could sour the mood in a room.

Flitwick came back out of the tunnel leading to the duelling stages and clapped his hands together for attention. Immediately the noise in the waiting area faded to nothing.

“Excellent! Now, we are almost ready to begin. If our four—er, six—duellists would like to join me, we can take to the stages and get ready for the first bouts. Quickly, now!”

He called on Diggory and another Hufflepuff fourth year boy along with Fred and George Weasley for the doubles, as well as Hermione Granger and Yafir Shafiq for the singles, and led them away through the passageway.

The four large, enchanted mirrors on the wall flickered into life, showing each of the four duelling arenas and a section of the crowd around each of them. Tiered seating rose up away from the duelling stages, and not a single space was empty.

Members of the press were contained in specific sections of the arenas, but all the rest of the seats were filled with Hogwarts staff and students, along with non-competitors from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang, and a whole host of witches and wizards from the general public.

“Shit,” said Harry. “I didn’t think it would be so…” He gestured vaguely at the mirrors.

“Well-attended?” supplied Tracey. “I didn’t really think about that, either! I wonder if Mam and Dad managed to get tickets. Actually, does anyone know how they sold tickets? I never heard anything about it, didn’t even think about people coming to watch until Flitwick said but with all the people here they must have been giving them out somehow.”

“My mother didn’t say anything, either,” said Blaise, frowning. “But then, maybe they just gave tickets out within the Ministry, or to Hogsmeade residents, you know, something like that. Because if they’d been on general sale my mother definitely would have told me she was trying to get some.”

Blaise leaned back in his chair.

“Nothing we can do about it now,” he said, and shrugged. “Anyway, who wants to make some bets? I’ll put five Sickles down that Diggory loses his match, and for Shafiq to lose his.”

“Why for Shafiq to lose?” Harry asked, but then after a quick glance at the board, he realised why. “Oh, right—he’s up against Krum. Well, I won’t take that, but put me down for Diggory to win.”

Blaise produced a quill, a roll of parchment, and an inkpot from the pocket of his sport robe and set it all up on the table.

“Give me a moment,” he said. Blaise quickly scratched out a little table to hold the betting information and wrote down the first bet between himself and Harry. “Trace?”

Tracey considered it.

“Well, I do want to support Shafiq since he’s in Slytherin and from Hogwarts and he’s always been nice to me,” Tracey said, “but he is going to lose. I’ll take five Sickles for Diggory to win, though. I think you’ve made a mistake not backing him.”

Blaise shrugged and took down the bet.

“Maybe if he had someone better than Jasper Flickey at his side,” said Blaise, “but Diggory carries the both of them. I wouldn’t have let them through, but that’s Flitwick for you. Any takers on Granger to win the prize?”

Harry thought about it and then shook his head.

“Nah. I’m not just going to give you my money, Blaise—she’ll win her first match, easy. Don’t know about whether she can get to the finals, mind you, but she’ll make it past today at any rate. But I’ll put five Sickles on Montague to lose, if you want to take it.”

“I’ll have that, yeah,” said Blaise, writing it down.

Harry and Blaise combed through the list of competitors and made quite a few bets, all at Blaise’s initial five Sickle rate. Tracey joined in with a couple of them, although she mostly sat it out unless she had a strong opinion about the matchup.

Harry didn’t think any of his bets would come to anything, since without having seen the Beauxbatons or Durmstrang duellists actually duel, it was all guesswork with a bit of bias thrown in. But it was a fun diversion from waiting around for the duels to start, and by the time the Ministry official had opened the Pariturium, Blaise was all done with the betting.

“Ooh, chuck me that quill and some parchment, Blaise,” said Tracey. “I want to take some notes on the matches.”

Once that was done, Harry turned his attention to the four enchanted mirrors which showed the bouts. Although he knew he should focus on the Novice bouts, he couldn’t help but switch his gaze between the two Junior bouts. After all, Harry knew that Granger could stall even a skilled opponent for the full five minutes, and the Weasley twins tended to play about as much as possible rather than going straight for the win.

Alright for the points, Harry supposed, but lacking a bit in edge.

Diggory’s match was much more interesting to Harry. Diggory let loose an impressive flurry of spells throughout the opening of his doubles bout, including a tricky spell sequence Harry had watched Snape drill the Juniors in, while Flickey mainly served as support. It was a strategy not unlike the one he and Tracey had practised, and although Blaise didn’t seem especially impressed with it, it was working for Diggory and Flickey.

“Diggory really is carrying his pair,” Harry said, “but Flickey isn’t that bad. Look, he just knocked out that Durmstrang girl with that stunner.”

“Well, okay, maybe he’s not awful,” agreed Blaise. “But the one left is putting up a good enough fight it might not matter.”

Harry supposed that was true. The loss of her duelling partner had appeared to galvanise Diggory and Flickey’s remaining opponent, who was managing to hold her own against the both of them with only a minimal amount of movement. Nothing quite as impressive as a proper combat duel between masters, but better than the Novices had managed, anyway.

“Oh, no!” said Tracey suddenly, her quill hovering above the parchment. “Shafiq just lost his bout! Not even two minutes in! Look!”

Harry looked at the mirror where Shafiq was sprawled across the floor stunned, wand out of hand, and where Krum stood victorious in front of the watching crowd. Harry felt bad for Shafiq – he knew the Slytherin prefect had tried really hard, putting in hours of practise on top of his NEWT studies and prefect duties, and to fall down at the first hurdle would be… well, disastrous. It was a sobering thought that despite all Shafiq’s practise, it came to nothing against an opponent of far superior skill.

“That’s really rough,” said Harry. There was probably a bit of bad luck in it, too, but Krum had picked out by the Goblet of Fire, so perhaps even on his best day Shafiq wouldn’t have been able to win.

The mediwizard at Shafiq and Krum’s bout revived Shafiq and sent him back to the Hogwarts waiting area. After a few moments Shafiq emerged from the tunnel, a look of pure anguish plastered across his face.

As soon as Shafiq crossed the threshold someone started to clap, and soon the whole room had joined in. Harry thought that was fair enough. Shafiq had been one of the first out, and even though he’d lost, it was a loss to Viktor Krum the international Quidditch star and Triwizard Champion. There were worse ways to go.

Shafiq did look a little bit happier after that, although he slumped down into a chair and looked away from the enchanted mirrors.

After that, everyone else went back to watching the remaining bouts, although they too ended soon enough. Diggory’s because he and Flickey managed to disarm their remaining opponent, and Granger’s because she’d turned her opponent’s hands into rosebushes. A neat little trick, but not a spell Harry would have thought to use. Only the Weasleys’ bout went to right up to time, but from what Harry had seen during the duel not because they hadn’t been able to end it – they appeared to have been enjoying dragging it out.

All five of the victorious duellists emerged from the tunnel at the same time to a riotous applause. Diggory and Flickey took it with the kind of awkward acceptance that Harry thought he’d have suffered through, whilst the Weasleys joined in with the cheers and even clapped and punched the air as they came back into the room. Granger seemed quite shocked at the response, eyes wide, although she recovered and was the first to take a seat after the bout.

Flitwick came along afterwards and called up the next set of duellists and took them off down the tunnel.

Harry focused more on the Novice level bouts after that, occasionally providing a bit of commentary for Tracey to write down in her notes, and soon enough Flitwick appeared to call Harry up for his first duel of the tournament.

Flitwick led all six of the competitors down the tunnel, which was far more ornately decorated than Harry had expected. It carried through all of the decorative panelling and carvings from the rest of the building, gently lit by dozens and dozens of candles right until the end, where it terminated in four doorways. Four small mirrors enchanted like the ones in the waiting area sat on the wall, one for each of the four doorways.

“Now, listen carefully—you will go through your assigned doors and once inside, stand on the platform. The platform will rise to the duelling stage, and the announcer will announce the match. Remember to bow! And, of course, good luck!” said Flitwick.

Flitwick left Harry just past the door. The chamber beyond was tiny, although decorated in much the same way as the rest of the arena. The lavish décor felt almost incongruous with the room’s function as a mere staging area. At the middle of the room was a small wooden platform which Harry stepped onto immediately, his wand in hand.

And then he waited.

Harry counted down from ten in his head, taking a deep breath with every number. He’d practised for this. He’d done countless drills, whether alone, with Tracey, or the other members of the Duelling Club. And if it wasn’t enough – well, he would soon know about it.

The stage rose up from the ground and climbed to the arena above slowly. As Harry approached the ceiling, the floorboards rearranged themselves into an opening, and Harry was thrust onto the duelling arena.

Directly opposite Harry saw Jokubas Balkus of Durmstrang emerge from his own waiting room. The spectators fell quiet, or at least the kind of loud quiet that seemed ubiquitous in sports like snooker, darts, or, well, duelling.

Harry’s heart beat in his chest, faster and faster, as he waited for the announcer to say something. Waited for him to say anything. After what seemed like an eternity, but which was probably less than a minute, the announcer spoke.

“And this next bout is between Harry Potter of, ah, well—you all know Harry Potter, don’t you?” said the announcer. “Needs no introduction. Our fourth bout in the Novice singles category, this is between Hogwarts—the home side, so to speak of course—and Durmstrang. Harry Potter is a second year with no previous duelling experience unless you’re counting the—well.” The announcer coughed. “His opponent in this bout is Jokubas Balkus of Durmstrang, from Lithuania—big catchment area, Durmstrang—and a fellow second year of similar prior experience although I will note, once again, that Durmstrang is famed for its duelling and martial curriculum.”

While the announcer dragged out his introductions and setup and stumbled through a no doubt mangled attempt at French and German, Harry focused his attention on his opponent. The Durmstrang student was tall and thin, with dark hair and a pallid complexion. He wore Durmstrang’s blood red sport robe and held his wand with what looked to be a firm grip. He studied Harry in much the same way that Harry had been watching him, and when their eyes met, Harry fought the urge to look away out of politeness.

Harry bowed deeply at the start of the count to begin, mindful of Flitwick’s words that many a competitor had been disqualified for forgetfulness. With just a moment left Harry readied himself to immediately throw up a Mirror Charm or, if necessary, dodge a hex.

But Balkus didn’t make his move. Instead, the other boy seemed content to watch and wait for Harry to strike first. Harry didn’t need to think about what to do, as he’d done so many drills in it that it had become second nature. He shot off two Nudging Charms to sandwich a Knockback Hex and watched for Balkus’s response.

The first of the Nudging Charms hit, but Balkus stepped gracefully away from the Knockback Hex in a motion that seemed almost dancelike, and the second Nudging Charm missed its mark.

Not the end of the world.

Harry was disappointed but not entirely surprised and getting in the first hit meant points awarded if the duel went to time.

Harry started to cast a Jelly-Legs Combo, but Balkus was ready with a spell of his own just moments later. Still moving his wand through the first of the motions in his combo, Harry aborted the Jelly-Legs Combo as quickly as possible, just managing to get his wand in the right place for a clumsy Mirror Charm to reflect his opponent’s jinx. While Harry dealt with the first of Balkus’s spells, a Stinging Jinx hit him just above the knee.

Harry swore. The spot would keep stinging for a while, so he knew it was best to try and ignore it… but that was easier said than done. He felt vaguely aware of the commentary from the announcer, although he’d been trying not to get distracted by it. Flitwick had said – many times over – the commentary was for the crowd, not the duellists.

Not wanting Balkus to get and maintain any forward momentum, Harry got off a quick series of Knockback Hexes to try and break the other boy’s rhythm. It worked – at least a little – as Balkus dodged left and then right. He hopped from one foot to the next and Harry’s spells went wide.

Although none of his spells hit, Harry felt pleased enough at the result. Balkus had to interrupt his casting to avoid Harry’s little barrage, and that was good enough for Harry.

“Colovaria!” said Harry with a jab of his wand. While Balus tried to work out what Harry was doing, the Colour Change Charm struck him right on the sport robe. The red Durmstrang robe changed to a nice Slytherin green instead. Balkus grimaced as he noticed the change and responded with an onslaught of little jinxes and hexes. Harry just about managed to avoid being hit through a combination of cleverly timed Mirror Charms and quick sidesteps. Sloppy, but it worked.

Harry and Balkus traded spells for about another minute, although neither managed to get in another hit – although not for lack of trying. Harry had spent too long drilling his Mirror Charms to let a jinx hit him, and Balkus had a level of manoeuvrability and lightness on his feet Harry envied. Although the tall Durmstrang student looked gangly and ungainly, he moved like a dancer.

After Harry’s flashbang followed by a sonic boom failed to have the effect he wanted, he decided to change his strategy. He didn’t want the duel to come down to points, after all, since he couldn’t be sure he’d scored more points than Balkus.

Instead, Harry knew that he had to end the duel decisively, with Balkus disarmed or knocked out. At the Novice level there were few legal methods of earning a knockout, but Harry didn’t think he could pull any of them off. Not without a serious bit of practise, anyway. Harry tried a Stinging Jinx aimed right at the Lithuanian wizard’s wand hand, but Balkus countered it with a quick and easy Mirror Charm.

Harry had expected that, so he sent a Knockback Hex right at the same place. Balkus swirled away from it and hit back with a nasty little spell sequence consisting wholly of hexes. Harry just about managed to avoid each of them, but the degree of jumping about was far greater than he’d have wanted.

Just as Harry had righted himself and was preparing for another barrage of Knockbacks, Balkus hit him square in the chest with a Disarming Charm.

Immediately Harry fought the urge to drop his wand. It was more than a subtle compulsion, more than the silky soft suggestion of the Imperius Curse. It was almost like a reflex action, an instinct. He’d kept his wand in practise more often than not, and he certainly wasn’t about to let go of his wand in front of dozens of spectators in the stands and whoever else was watching, not to mention what the Daily Prophet would have to say about it.

Harry gripped his wand tighter just to make sure, but he knew Balkus hadn’t managed to disarm him. Not yet anyway.

“…an excellent show of willpower from young Potter there,” Harry heard the announcer say. “The first example of a Disarmament failure at the Novice level today, in fact!”

The commentary continued, but Harry tuned it out. It wasn’t important.

Harry knew that after his failure to Disarm him, Balkus would return to hexes to break Harry’s concentration so he could try again. It was what Harry would do, and it was what Flitwick had said to do in just that situation. So Harry thought he needed a distraction.

Harry took a short moment to steady himself, then conjured a swarm of bees right around his opponent’s head. While Balkus struggled to avoid the bees swarming about his face, Harry cast a Jelly-Legs Combo – Jelly-legs Jinx into a Pimple Jinx – which struck the flailing Lithuanian on the torso.

Balkus fell to the ground immediately. Tentacles sprouted from his face because of the spell synergy between the two jinxes. Harry watched the flailing tentacles for a moment, then cast a Disarming Charm. Balkus dropped his wand. It rolled across the shiny wooden floor of the duelling arena as bees stung his face and its new tentacles.

“And the bout goes to Harry Potter of Hogwarts!” said the announcer after a brief wait to confirm with the judging panel. “An interesting use of transfiguration here—something of a staple amongst the Hogwarts duellists, you may have noticed—and commiserations to poor Jokubas Balkus of Durmstrang!”

As soon as the bout had been officially decided a mediwizard ran out to repair the damage done to Balkus over the course of the duel. Another approached Harry to check him over, but the Stinging Jinx had faded some time ago so there was nothing for him to do. Instead, Harry just stood there waiting for something to happen while the commentator filled the dead space in the time slot.

“…it is interesting to note that had the duel been decided on the basis of points, Potter would have actually lost! Of course, a successful disarmament is a win except in very exceptional circumstances as any true fan of duelling will know! Most interesting of course—and I have noted this before—is the trend amongst the Hogwarts students…”

The mediwizard nudged Harry forwards and whispered something in his ear.

“Go on, lad—you’re supposed to offer to shake the loser’s hand!”

Harry mumbled a thanks and set off across the arena towards where Jokubas Balkus waited.

When he reached the tall, pale Lithuanian wizard, Harry stuck out his hand. Balkus regarded Harry warily, and then after a few moments took the offered hand in his own.

“That was a good match,” Balkus said in heavily accented English. “Our masters said Hogwarts would not be very good, but you have done well so far.”

“I thought I was going to drop my wand when you tried to disarm me, to be honest,” Harry said.

Balkus shrugged.

“You are Harry Potter,” he said. “It is not a surprise that you are good at this, yes? But perhaps we will face each other again—I am in the paired competition also.”

With their exchange over, Harry returned to the spot on the duelling arena that marked out the movable platform which would take him back to the tunnel and waited for it to move. It started to move just as the announcer finished his closing statements.

Harry emerged from the little chamber to see Flitwick just where he’d left them all at the start of their duels.

“Excellent, excellent!” said Flitwick when he saw Harry. “Congratulations on your first win! Exhilarating, isn’t it? That rush of endorphins as you win…! Ah, to be in the ring once more! Hurry along back as I’m sure your fellow duellists will want to show their happiness at another Hogwarts win! The other duels are still on-going, so I must remain here, but again—congratulations!”

“Thanks, Professor—it really was good fun.”

Harry left Flitwick alone with the little mirrors and returned to the waiting area. As soon as he emerged from the tunnel the other duellists greeted him with raucous applause.

“Nice one, Potter!” someone shouted.

“Knew you could do it!”

Harry paused at the threshold to the tunnel and got out a few thanks yous before sitting back down with Tracey and Blaise. Tracey pushed a little plate with some snacks and a glass with pumpkin juice in it across their little table towards him.

“Well done!” she said once he’d sat down. “That was really good—you’ve got brilliant at conjuring bees! That was so fast.”

“That was alright,” said Blaise. “Some of your movements were a bit sloppy, but you did win, so… can’t have been all bad.”

“Balkus would have actually won if it came to points—that’s what the announcer said, anyway,” admitted Harry. “I just couldn’t hit him—he was so quick with his Mirror Charms and then even with hexes it’s like he knew where he needed to step not to get caught. It was a nightmare, to be honest.”

Tracey nodded.

“That’s what most of the Durmstrang duellists are like,” she said, glancing down at the parchment where she’d been making notes. “I think it must be something they practise really hard with, you know, how to move in a way that gets them style points.” She looked back towards the enchanted mirrors where the other duels in Harry’s set were ending and scratched something down onto the parchment. “But they aren’t winning any more than us or Beauxbatons, so that’s good, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” said Harry. Knowing that Durmstrang, despite its lauded ‘martial curriculum’ with a focus on duelling, wasn’t completely dominating the competition helped quite a lot. That could always change, Harry supposed, but for now it appeared that Flitwick and Snape had done a decent enough job of training their aspirant duellists.

Even if they’d been quite hands off for most of it.

“Balkus is in the doubles as well, by the way,” Harry said, nodding towards Tracey. “So we might have to face him again later.”

“Well, you’ll have me there next time, so it should be easier!” Tracey said, grinning. “Oh, look, the next lot of duels are starting—I’d better write this down. Hang on, sorry!” she said, and returned to her parchment while Harry snacked, and Blaise studied the enchanted mirrors.

As Harry watched the remaining duels over the next hour, he felt rather pleased at the Hogwarts duellists’ performance. The Novices in the singles category had only a handful of losses between them – Fred Weasley losing only because he spent more time playing about than going in for the kill – although both Susan and Blaise had managed wins in their own bouts. Not quite a clean sweep but close enough.

Towards the end of the afternoon, however, there were still quite a few disappointed or angry people in the waiting area after their unsuccessful bouts, which had soured the mood somewhat for Harry. Still, he couldn’t blame them. To lose in the first round must have felt awful, and even if he and Tracey lost their doubles bout Harry still had his successful singles to look back on. Even so, the sound of crying failed duellists alternating with extended celebrations from those who’d won grated after the first half hour of it.

By the time of Harry and Tracey’s first round doubles bout, Harry was ready for the change of scenery.

“Remember to write down—well, it’s all there on the page already for you,” Tracey said to Blaise just before they left. “I’ve got it all laid out like how I’ve been doing it for you, so just write it down! It’s important! We can all share this later, see, and I want the notes on the other three matches to look at later.” She paused. “And, actually, if you get the time take down notes on me and Harry, too. Okay?”

Blaise sighed, put down his sausage roll, and then made a big show of effort in reaching for Tracey’s parchment.

“If I have to,” he said. “Go on—don’t want to be late for your bout. Good luck,” he added just as Harry and Tracey left with the others in their set.

As they walked down the tunnel, Tracey went over some of her observations with Harry, which Harry supposed was less for him and more to calm her own nerves since Harry had read the parchment several times over already. At Tracey’s urging, even.

“Our match is against two girls from Beauxbatons,” Tracey said, “and one of them has already duelled today—she won. She used loads of charms in her match as well, but that’s something all the Beauxbatons lot have been doing. I think their duelling instructor is a fan.” She paused, and almost stopped walking. “But they’re not as good at dodging as Durmstrang, and they struggle a bit with transfiguration, so if you can use the bees, I think you should, Harry.”

“Right, definitely,” agreed Harry, although none of the information was new to him. “Didn’t DuBois struggle with vanishment in her singles match earlier?” Harry asked. “So I think we can use that against her in this one…”

“She did,” confirmed Tracey. “And we definitely need to do that!” She paused. “Not me, mind—I’m no good at conjuring. But you with the bees…”

Harry let Tracey carry on listing her observations while he thought about the upcoming match. He felt different than he had with his first match, the one with Balkus. Less nervous, more excited. His heart still pounded in his chest, but he thought more from anticipation than anxiety this time around.

Flitwick guided them to their staging area, which Harry was glad for, since it was a different one to last time. Once inside, he turned towards Tracey.

“Oh yeah—forgot to say. When we win, we’re supposed to offer to shake our opponents’ hands. No one told me and I nearly didn’t do it—the mediwizard had to say, right at the end,” Harry said.

Tracey nodded.

“Thanks,” she said. She paused. “Do you really think we can win this? I know we’ve had loads of practise but…”

“Definitely!” said Harry. “We’ve worked really hard and we know we work well together. Just… when I did my singles earlier, I found it was better to ignore the announcer and the crowd. Focus on what we’ve drilled in. All the practise we’ve done.”

Tracey took a deep breath.

“Right. I’m ready,” she said as she stepped onto the platform. She adjusted her grip on her wand and then stood up straighter – although still about a head shorter than Harry, even though he hadn’t stepped up to the platform yet.

Harry joined her and they waited a few more moments until the platform rose into the duelling arena. Once the platform had taken them to the arena floor, Harry ignored the crowd and the announcer in favour of looking over his competition.

The two girls from Beauxbatons were pretty enough, although Harry supposed it didn’t really matter for the purposes of his duel. One of them — Christine DuBois, he remembered from the fixtures list – looked far more confident than the other. Both girls were speaking, although as Harry couldn’t lip read and didn’t speak French anyway, he couldn’t tell what they were saying. DuBois seemed to be looking Harry and Tracey up and down, though, which Harry thought was fair enough.

Next to Harry, Tracey looked around the arena and up at the crowd.

“I didn’t realise there would be so many people here!” she said, eyes wide. “You can’t really see how big the crowd is on the mirrors…”

“If you’re nervous,” Harry said, “just ignore the crowd. They go quiet during the duel anyway.”

Tracey shook her head.

“It’s exciting having so many people here! D’you think they’ll mention it in the papers if we win today? I bet Nan will save a clipping if they do!”

“Er, maybe,” Harry said. Truthfully, he didn’t really think anyone cared about a bunch of second year Novice duellists, but Tracey seemed excited at the prospect of being in the paper, so Harry didn’t want to dash her hopes. And – unfortunately – Harry himself simply being in the competition would probably grab a few lines in the Sunday Prophet, so perhaps Tracey did have a chance at getting in if they won.

“We’re rather late in the day, ladies and gentlewizards,” said the announcer – a different one from Harry’s single, and a witch this time, although given that the arena was different too, Harry shouldn’t have been surprised. “But this next bout should be no less exciting than those that came before! Now, of course, you wouldn’t have seen the bouts, but each pair here today has someone in it who won their singles bout earlier this afternoon. Representing Hogwarts today are second years Tracey Davis and Harry Potter—yes, the Harry Potter—and Potter of course won his singles bout earlier today.”

A little murmur went through the crowd at the mention of Harry and his prior win, but he’d expected something like that to happen. And it did feel nice to be recognised for something that he had actually done for once.

“His partner, Davis, has yet to participate in a formal duel,” continued the announcer witch. “Their opponents, Christine DuBois and Antoinette Lacroix, are fellow second years representing Beauxbatons Academy. Now, an interesting little thing here is that DuBois won her own singles bout earlier this afternoon, too—so both teams have a blooded duellist! We could be in for a treat here!”

Harry tuned out the announcer as she went through the rest of her introductions in German and in French. Instead, he went over his and Tracey’s strategy one more time in his head. Tracey, who moved with far more grace than Harry, would cover most of the defence. That left Harry free to do what he did best – cast a flurry of jinxes and hexes.

The problem was, that sort of strategy was very common amongst doubles duellists for good reasons, and it was likely DuBois and Lacroix had similar plans. Still, Harry knew that he and Tracey could work well as a team, so it was just a matter of playing it out in a real duel.

The four duellists bowed to one another at the announcer’s word, and then waited for the count to begin.

As soon as he could, Harry fired off a Knockback Hex at Lacroix to create a bit of distance between the two Beauxbatons girls. Lacroix dodged it with ease but ended up with about a foot of space between herself and DuBois. Harry didn’t wait to see her response and immediately sent off a Stinging Jinx at DuBois, who flicked it away with an almost lazy gesture.

Next to DuBois, Lacroix had recovered enough to send off some spells of her own. Harry didn’t need to worry about them, though – Tracey caught the first two, then managed to send the third right back at Lacroix.

Harry had just enough time to barely dodge a Screaming Hex from DuBois – a nasty little spell that would make Harry hear ear-splitting screams until it wore off, although thankfully identifiable by its eldritch purple light.

“Sticker combo?” muttered Tracey as she got into place in front of Harry. Harry considered it; they had practised their Sticker Combo in secret, so neither of them could be sure it would actually work, but if it did…

He agreed.

“On one,” he said, and counted down. When he reached the end of his count, Harry sprang into action with a Knockback Hex aimed at each of the Beauxbatons girls. As they jumped out of the way, Tracey moved, lightning fast, to get off a pair of Sticking Charms.

Lacroix’s feet stuck right to the wooden arena floor, although Tracey’s spell just missed DuBois as she dodged Harry’s hex. Lacroix stumbled, although didn’t go anywhere because of her stuck feet.

While Lacroix fumbled with her wand to try and remove Tracey’s Sticking Charm, Harry conjured a swarm of bees around her head. The stuck witch immediately stopped trying to remove the Sticking Charm, and instead swatted at the bees with her hands, seemingly flustered enough not to try vanishment.

Harry left Tracey to deal with Lacroix—he knew from practises that her next move would be a Tickling Charm followed by a Stinging Jinx, and if both worked, Disarmament. And Harry was confident in Tracey’s abilities to Disarm a stuck, stung, and panicked witch.

He was less confident in his ability to stop DuBois, who had already won a bout that day and had managed to avoid their spells thus far, but he would have to give it a go anyway.

Once DuBois had assessed the situation, she’d moved on from the Knockback Hex to assist her partner. She got rid of the bees not with Vanishment but with a Wind Charm, which Harry thought was an inferior method, but it did, in fairness, get the bees away from her partner – although they were still buzzing around the arena, angrier than ever.

DuBois lifted the Sticking Charm and both she and Lacroix formed a tight pair once more, ready to duel. Once she’d righted herself, Lacroix fired off a series of Confetti Charms which sent little bits and pieces of coloured paper streaming through the air in front of her.

Then, DuBois cast another Wind Charm and sent the cloud of paper careening into Harry and Tracey. While Tracey used Wind Charms of her own to get rid of the cloud of paper, Harry tried to get in a hit with a Knockback Hex.

He missed.                                                                         

Then Harry’s face started stinging, and then after that both of his knees – DuBois had followed up the Confetti Charms with Stinging Jinxes.

“Ah, shit,” he swore.

“Sorry, Harry—it’s just there’s so much confetti…” said Tracey. “She got me, too!”

Once Tracey had cleared all of the confetti, Harry saw that DuBois and Lacroix had bunched together, tighter than before, with barely a couple of inches between them. Harry cast a sonic boom coupled with the modification to the lighting charm Flitwick had shown him right between the two girls, forcing them apart. Both girls staggered backwards and rubbed at their eyes, giving Harry and Tracey the chance to move.

“Sticker!” said Harry.

Tracey got Lacroix with a second Sticking Charm, sticking her feet right to the arena floor once again, but by the time she’d got to DuBois, the other girl had recovered enough to dodge.

But it didn’t matter.

Tracey cast a quick, confident Disarming Charm right at the flailing Lacroix, and knocked the wand from her hand. With Lacroix moved out of the game, Harry and Tracey turned to focus on DuBois, who had stepped away from where her partner was stuck to the floor.

Although DuBois put up a decent enough fight, Harry and Tracey had too much of an advantage with her being a witch down. After about a minute of DuBois dodging and reflecting spells, Harry got her with his Jelly-Legs Combo and a Disarming Charm.

Flailing tentacles sprouted from her face as her wand went flying from her hand.

“And this bout goes to Potter and Davis of Hogwarts!” concluded the announcer. “That little spell synergy there seems to be a favourite of Potter’s—he used it in his singles match earlier this afternoon! Could we perhaps see it again in the next round? But it was a rough afternoon for DuBois and Lacroix—and on Lacroix’s first outing, too!” she continued.

Harry frowned. He didn’t want to become known for a particular strategy or spell combination since he’d lose any element of surprise. He would have to think of – and practise using – a few alternatives.

The medical staff took to the arena floor immediately to assess and repair any damage, although the one attending to Lacroix and DuBois had far more to do than the one assigned to Harry and Tracey. The mediwitch removed the Stinging Jinxes on Harry while the announcer talked through the end of the duel. Then, when it was time, Harry and Tracey crossed the arena floor to offer their hands to DuBois and Lacroix.

At first, DuBois didn’t take Harry’s hand. Lacroix did, and after a nudge from her friend, DuBois eventually acquiesced and did likewise, although Harry could tell she’d rather have just walked away.

“You will not best me again, ‘Arry Potter,” said DuBois through grit teeth, not nearly as good-natured or jovial as Jokubas Balkus had been earlier that afternoon.

“Well, that depends on the fixtures, doesn’t it?” quipped Harry. “So you’d better hope we don’t get matched up in the singles.”

DuBois glared at him, then turned and walked back to the platform to wait for it to descend. Lacroix paused for a moment and glanced at Harry and Tracey again before speaking.

“It was a good duel. I am sad, but… c’est la vie.” Lacroix shrugged and then joined her partner at the platform.

Harry and Tracey returned to their own platform, and when the announcer had finished up, the platform descended once more.

“It was a little bit rude, what you said to DuBois,” said Tracey once they were back in the staging area. “But it doesn’t matter now, and I’m so glad we won! That was probably the most fun I’ve ever had and you know me, I’m always on the lookout for something fun to do! And we get to do it again!”

Harry grinned; Tracey’s enthusiasm was infectious.

“That was a fun match,” he agreed. “More fun than my first one, anyway—that one was just a bit nervy.” Harry put the difference down largely to the fact that going into the doubles, he’d already won a match and so there wasn’t nearly as much pressure – and it was always hard not to enjoy something done with a friend. “But we should get going—Flitwick will want to get the next bouts going soon.”

The pair of successful duellists left the little staging area to join Flitwick outside. By then the Junior singles bout had finished, so Flitwick wasn’t alone. He was stood next to the unsuccessful and dejected fifth year Hufflepuff girl offering his commiserations.

“Ah! Mr Potter and Miss Davis! Congratulations on your bout!” said Flitwick, turning towards them. “A rather successful outing for that Sticking Charm set you’ve been working on! You should both be very proud.”

“The Sticking Charm was a really good idea,” Harry said. “Tracey’s obviously—most of mine involve hexes… I don’t think we’d have won without that first combo—really gave us the momentum to carry on.”

“Perhaps, and perhaps not,” said Flitwick. “But we will be going over some of the more educational bouts at our next session of Duelling Club, so we shall see! Now, you’d best be getting along—all three of you—as the other two bouts have just ended and I should like to have a word with our Junior doubles pair.”

Harry and Tracey walked back along the tunnel with the sobbing Hufflepuff fifth year and emerged from the tunnel to a mixed response. Commiserations for the Hufflepuff – Jenny, Harry thought her name was – mixed with cheers for Harry and Tracey’s win.

Harry sat back down with Blaise while Tracey went to get herself some drinks and snacks from the table. Harry settled down to watch the remaining bouts—although this late in the day, there were only a handful left, and the only bout he was really interested in was Draco’s.

The last Novice singles bout of the day was Draco’s. He won, but he didn’t seem overly pleased by it. If anything, it seemed almost like an inconvenience to him to have to go through with it at all. When he returned to the waiting area he went right back to sitting alone in a corner of the room.

Flitwick returned not long after, full of praises for the winners and the losers of the bouts that afternoon. After dispensing a few closing remarks, he dismissed most of the duellists from the arena, although kept some back as their parents had been in attendance and wanted to see them – Draco included.

Draco left without seeing his parents. Harry thought that strange, but didn’t have time to think about it further, though, since when they got back to the Common Room, someone had organised a little impromptu party in celebration of the Slytherin duellists’ performance that afternoon – and a party was much more fun than wondering about whatever was the matter with Draco.
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The next morning at breakfast the Triwizard Tournament and its subsidiary events were the only thing on anyone’s mind. With the First Task later that afternoon, and the first round of the Pariturium held the day before, it was even in the morning newspapers. As the usual mass of owls delivered the morning letters, a large multi-coloured bird with magnificent, long feathers deposited a letter that only just missed Harry’s bowl of cereal, before flying away.

Harry knew who had sent the letter after only a moment’s thought. It had to have been Sirius Black, as the bird was of a similar kind of flamboyant and loud appearance as the letters the fugitive had sent Harry during the summer. And, of course, Harry very rarely received letters from anyone, unless he’d sent one to his aunt or uncle, and they would never use such an extravagant bird.

Harry opened the letter casually but did try to shield the words until he knew Sirius hadn’t implicated himself somehow.


  Harry,


Why’d you never tell me you were taking part in a bloody duelling tournament? I had to find out from the Evening Prophet! An absolute rag of a paper, that, but useful here, eh? That Triwizard Tournament is a dangerous game but at least you’re not one of the Champions—your mother would have had fits! But I reckon her and your dad would have been very proud of you, and of your performance—a double win on your first try! It really is great work and you should be proud of yourself.


  I did read there was a flying thing as part of the Triwizard as well. The Aerobaticum, or something like that. Are you in that, too? I hope so—I’ve wanted to see you fly for ages! 



  And look, don’t worry about me—I’m having a good bit of fun right now, but I’ll be back soon. I’ve had time to sort my head out after everything that’s happened and I’m not the kind of man to just hide away forever. If for no other reason than I’d go mad. You have my word on that. So you’ll be seeing me rather sooner than you’d think, actually!


If you need any tips on spells or things like that, send me a letter! I’ve got loads of stuff that me and your dad used to use, way back when. Some of it even appropriate for your tournament, I’d imagine!


  Good luck, Harry! Keep on winning.



  Padfoot


“Who’s that from?” asked Blaise, peering over the top of his copy of the Daily Prophet and leaning towards Harry to get a look at the letter. Harry stuffed it into his robe pocket so he could go over it later and prevent Blaise from reading through it at the same time. It never hurt to be careful, after all. Sirius was still a wanted fugitive.

“Er, family friend,” Harry said. “My parents’, not my aunt and uncle—I don’t think they… well, you know, muggles.”

“A family friend with a predilection for flashy birds, looks like,” said Blaise. “If I didn’t already know the Malfoys specifically kept peacocks, I’d have thought you were getting letters from Lucius Malfoy.”

Harry pulled a face at the suggestion.

“God, I really hope I never get letters from Lucius Malfoy!” Harry said. Then he realised he might have perhaps been a little too loud, so he checked down the table for Draco, but the other boy didn’t seem to have heard. “Mind you, I’m not sure getting letters from whatever that was is all that much better than a peacock, to be honest,” Harry admitted.

Sirius was good fun and seemed like a nice enough man, but his taste in mail delivery fowl was questionable, especially for an escaped convict laying low.

“Mr Malfoy uses an eagle owl, actually,” Theodore said. “Like yours, but more … vicious.” He rubbed at his wrist at the mention of Lucius Malfoy’s owl.

“Oh, but who cares about owls?” said Tracey from the other side of the table. “This is much more exciting!” She had a copy of the Daily Prophet’s morning edition in her hands, opened to one of the interior pages. “We’re in the paper, Harry!” she said. “Look, there’s even a picture of us in the match!”

“Really?” asked Harry. “Blaise, let’s have look at your paper, go on…”

Blaise sighed and handed Harry his copy of the Prophet.

“Where is it?” asked Harry as he flicked through the pages. “Never mind, found it.”

Harry scanned through the accompanying articles until he saw his own name. It was only a footnote compared with the rest of the spread – a whole page about Diggory, complete with a picture of him at the Champions’ ‘Weighing of the Wands’ ceremony. There were even little featurettes on Krum and Delacour, but Harry was featured, and with a photograph, too.

“It’s mostly about Harry so far,” Tracey read. To her credit, she only sounded a little disappointed – Harry knew he’d have been much less magnanimous. “‘Harry Potter, famous for his defeat of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named on that fateful Hallowe’en Night, made his first outing in the world of competitive duelling yesterday afternoon. Potter, featured here with his duelling partner—’” continued Tracey until she stopped abruptly. “Oh, that’s bollocks, that is! They got my name wrong!”

“It’s nearly right,” said Theodore. He glanced down at Blaise’s copy of the paper in Harry’s hands. “Look, ‘Tracy Davies’—they just switched the E around, that’s all. And there’s a picture of you, so it’s not all bad. At least you made the issue—they could have used one from Harry’s singles.”

“Your hair looks really nice in that photo, though,” said Daphne. “Is that the pin I lent you? Ooh, it worked really well!”

“It is!” said Tracey. “It was really good actually. I was going to ask if I could borrow it again for our next match—the charms on it were brilliant!”

“You can just keep it,” Daphne said. “I’ve got loads.”

“That’s so nice of you!” said Tracey. “Thanks!” But by then, Daphne had already turned away and returned to chatting with Millicent about something or other. Tracey looked back down at the paper. “I suppose they did say that I Disarmed Lacroix, they even said it was a ‘deft bit of spellwork’, so it’s not just about Harry either… Even if they did get my name wrong.”

“To be honest,” said Harry, “I’m surprised they didn’t waste more words on talking about all that Voldemort stuff. It’s usually ten pages of that shit and then ‘Harry Potter farted on Tuesday in Charms.’”

A few of his friends – and some others at the Slytherin Table who had overheard – pulled faces at his use of Voldemort’s name, but most people around Harry were used to his casual use of the word by now, even if they disapproved.

“Can I have my paper back now?” asked Blaise. “Breakfast is nearly over and I haven’t got through the Triwizard stuff yet.”

“Yeah, okay,” said Harry. “But I’m keeping this little bit on me and Tracey, if you don’t mind.”

Harry handed the paper back to Blaise and tucked the sheet with the article about him and Tracey into his pocket with the letter from Sirius. He wasn’t entirely sure, but he thought he might send it back so his aunt could have a look. Despite Harry’s rather jaded assessment of the papers and their usual treatment of him, it was nice to be featured because of his own actual achievements. And Petunia liked that sort of thing, anyway.

The remainder of breakfast was spent fussing over the Transfiguration homework due in after breakfast, which Harry had already completed and didn’t feel much like going over again – especially not so close to the deadline. So he read through Sirius’s letter once again and started to formulate a response in his head until it was time to leave for Transfiguration.

After that, it was a full day’s slog through lessons until at the very end of the school day, the entire school – along with their foreign delegations and various outside observers – settled in to watch the First Task of the Triwizard Tournament proper.

*

The arena for the First Task of the Triwizard Tournament’s Gauntlet had been erected over the course of the day at the edge of the Forbidden Forest with one side backing up against the trees and consisted of a large paddock filled with huge eggs. Half a dozen stands with seating lined the far side of the paddock, set back quite far.

Students – Hogwarts and otherwise – had all been relegated to specific sections of the stands, with members of the public and various other officials and personages given the better seats. Harry reckoned they’d been sat there for at least half an hour by the time anything started to happen, and that was only a sudden influx of stressed-out looking wizards and witches wearing dragonhide robes covered in burn marks into the paddock area.

“What do you think they’re putting in here?” asked Millicent. “It’s got to be something massive, or otherwise there’d be no point in that big field.” She paused. “Unless it’s lots of littler things, I suppose.”

“Those eggs are dragons’ eggs,” said Theodore, who’d gone paler than usual, “but they can’t be stupid enough to have brought in real, live, nesting dragons…”

Harry pointed towards the Forest.

“I think they were stupid enough to have brought in real, live, nesting dragons, mate,” he said.

Another group of wizards – equally stressed and covered in just as many if not more burn marks – attempted to coax a full-grown dragon into the paddock. Shimmering silvery-blue scales glistened as they caught the fading afternoon sun, and whenever one of the wizards got too close, jets of deadly flames shot from the dragon’s snout in vivid cerulean.

“That’s such a pretty colour,” Harry heard Daphne say to Millicent.

The appearance of a dragon caused some consternation amongst most of the spectators, and the stands, which hadn’t been quiet to begin with, erupted into cacophonous noise.

“A bloody dragon!” Harry heard one of the upper years shout. “I fucking told you!”

But he wasn’t the only one to have opinions he wanted to share, as seemingly everyone started shouting at the dragon’s appearance.

The dragon reared up at the noise and swatted one of its handlers away with a big, muscular hand. The rest of the keepers did manage to regain control quickly after – although not quickly enough to save a swathe of trees, which had been burned to ashen stumps at the dragon’s passing.

“This is a terrible idea,” said Theodore. “Just a really, monumentally, colossally, bad idea. The only thing worse would be a nundu. No wonder they cancelled this stupid Tournament before.”

“You worry too much,” said Millicent. “I mean, it’s not like they don’t have professionals here to deal with the dragons, is it? And they said everything is meant to be much safer this time, so I don’t think there’s any real danger in it.”

Theodore mumbled something and then sighed deeply.

“I just—it’s not that I’m afraid of dragons, but, well…” he trailed off as he looked at the devastation the passing dragon had wrought on the Forest – some of which still burned despite the efforts of the dragon’s handlers to put it out – and then shrugged. “Well, at least we’re quite far from the paddock.”

Harry did sympathise with Theodore. It probably was a bad idea to set the Champions against a nesting dragon, or whatever it was that was about to happen, but he couldn’t help but be excited for the upcoming spectacle. It wasn’t every day that he got to see dragons, and it was rarer still that anyone had to face one somehow. The Triwizard Tournament was shaping up to be very exciting – for Harry, anyway. He didn’t envy the Champions.

The dragon keepers managed to get the dragon into the paddock without any further incidents. As far as Harry could tell the dragon had got much easier to handle once it realised its eggs were there, and it settled atop them quickly enough. It curled around the eggs and spread its wings out to cover as much of them as possible, and then seemed content to wait.

“Dragons are cool, right,” Harry said, “but isn’t it a bit … cruel … to bring one here and then take its eggs and like… well, you know,” he said with a little gesture to the paddock. “It seems like the dragon was only pissed off because her eggs got taken away. And now the Champions have to, like, do something in the field? With an angry dragon guarding its eggs?”

Blaise shrugged.

“As long as the Champions can avoid incineration they can be fixed, so who cares,” he said. “And it’s not like the dragons will hurt their own eggs, is it?”

“I agree with Harry,” said Daphne. “That dragon has beautiful scales! She’s magnificent! And you know I don’t usually like things like that, so if I’m saying it then it must be true. She’s just guarding her babies, look. It’s not fair. They should have found something else to do.”

“We don’t actually know what they’re going to be doing,” said Millicent, frowning. “And anyway, we’ve got dragons to watch and you lot are chatting shit. Can we just enjoy something cool for once?”

“I think it’s about to start!” said Tracey. She pointed towards the judges’ podium where the four judges – Dumbledore, Madame Maxime, the Ministry official whose name Harry thought was Crouch, and Master Karkaroff – had taken their seats. A tall, powerfully-built blond wizard had taken a standing position next to the judges’ table. Ludo Bagman, Harry realised after a few moments. A former England Beater and the Head of the Department of Magical Games and Sports, and the man whose secretary had sent Harry tickets to the Quidditch World Cup. Harry hadn’t realised Bagman would be providing commentary, but he supposed it wasn’t so surprising given his history and his position.

The appearance of the judges and the commentator quietened the crowd, and soon enough Bagman pointed his wand at his own throat and cast a Sonorous Charm.

“Now then, as you can all probably tell, we’re just about to begin! I am Ludo Bagman—yes, that Bagman—and for those of you who don’t remember me from my illustrious sporting career or my time as a sports reporter, I was also the announcer for the Junior singles duelling yesterday afternoon! We gather here this afternoon and evening to commence the First Task in the Gauntlet of the revived Triwizard Tournament. As the more eagle-eyed of you have no doubt guessed already, the First Task will involve dragons!” Bagman paused to let the hype build, then continued. “To make things even better—much more thrilling for everyone—our brave Champions have had no prior forewarning of what lies ahead, and the first they’ve heard of any dragons has been in the Champions’ tent not ten minutes ago! Exciting, isn’t it?”

Bagman continued through his introductions and listed the order in which the Champions would face their assigned dragon. There were three different dragons, and three different sets of eggs, which only added to the madness of the event in Harry’s estimation.

Theodore leaned over while Bagman was explaining and muttered something to Harry.

“He’s a gambler, you know. Bagman. My father told me he owes all the bookies money—he bought some of Bagman’s debt, you see. I wonder if he’s got any money on this…”

“Probably,” said Harry with a shrug. “I don’t imagine he could skip this opportunity.” It seemed like a rather poor idea to have a gambling addict in charge of anything, let alone a Ministry department. A man with debts big enough for shady characters like the elder Nott to be interested in buying them was a liability for any organisation.

Still, it was useful information to know, so Harry tried to remember it in case he needed it later.

“And here we are, folks! Our first Champion—Cedric Diggory of Hogwarts, in case you’d forgot!—out of the gate and into the dragon’s nest! This specimen here is a Swedish Short-snout—nasty breed with very dangerous breath! Diggory of course is a Quidditch player, and a successful duellist as we saw yesterday, so no stranger to having to make decisions on the edge of a knut. What will he make of this, I wonder? We’ll have to see!”

While Bagman prattled on in true sports commentator style, Harry looked over Diggory. The usually confident and self-assured Hufflepuff seemed absolutely terrified at the sight of the Swedish Short-snout curled around her eggs, and Harry couldn’t blame him.

The dragon keepers had placed a single golden egg, smaller than all the rest, amongst the dragons’ eggs in the paddock. Bagman had said that egg – or identical versions, at least – was the goal of the Champions in the First Task, but the dragon guarded it as zealously as her own eggs.

Probably because she thought it was one of her eggs.

Diggory stood frozen in place in front of the dragon. The dragon seemed almost entirely unconcerned with his presence, as it didn’t move at all until Diggory moved his wand. The dragon tracked his every movement with her eyes, although she remained in place.

For a moment Harry thought he would end up as a charred bit of earth on the paddock floor, but Diggory gained control of himself soon enough and sprang into action. Stood more or less still, Diggory moved his wand through the motions of a spell.

He transfigured a large rock near to the dragon’s eggs into a dog, which immediately started to run around the paddock barking. Terrified, no doubt. The dragon moved towards it like a streak of blue lightning, and Diggory burst into a run.

He reached the pile of eggs and started to climb towards to the golden egg while the dragon hunted the dog. By the time Diggory got to the top, the dog had met a grisly end at the jaws of the dragon, which whipped around in search of Diggory instead. Harry felt rather sorry for the dog – to have been conjured up out of non-existence only to be eaten by a dragon not five minutes later wasn’t quite the life Harry would have wanted, either. But he hoped it wasn’t a grim foreshadowing of Diggory’s own fate.

Diggory grabbed the egg, tucked it into his armpit, and then moved down the pile of eggs carefully. So far Diggory appeared to have been trying to avoid any damage to the eggs, which Harry thought commendable. Although dragon eggs were quite durable, they could have been quite easily smashed if Diggory hadn’t been careful.

Unfortunately for Diggory, his care and attention towards the dragons’ eggs meant that by the time he got to the bottom of the egg pile, he was well within range of the dragon’s snout.

The Short-snout spat a torrent of blue fire from its mouth which hit Diggory right across the side of his face. A sickly-sweet smell filled the air at the same time as Diggory let loose a hair-curdling scream.

“And he’s still got the stupid egg!” Harry heard Millicent say. “Now that’s a bloody Champion!”

True enough, Diggory still had the golden egg tucked under his arm despite having had half his face melt off. He stumbled through his first few steps after the dragon’s attack, and then managed a run right back to the Champions’ tent at the edge of the paddock. The dragon went to follow him, but as soon as Diggory had made it clear from the paddock, the dragon keepers swarmed into the field to corral the dragon once again.

Diggory left the field to raucous applause and cheers. From everyone who hadn’t had their stomachs turned at Short-snout’s quick work on the dog and its subsequent roasting of Diggory’s face, anyway.

“That was brilliant!” said Millicent. “He got hit in the face with a Swedish Short-snout’s fire and walked away from it! That lad has balls!”

“Oh, but I do hope they can fix the damage,” said Tracey. “Diggory was really handsome when he went in. It would be a shame if he went out with a melted off face, wouldn’t it?”

“He’s too handsome,” Blaise said with a shrug. “At least with half his face gone the rest of us will stand a chance.”

“They’ll be able to fix it,” said Millicent dismissively. “Didn’t you listen in Magizoology this week? As long as you get to the burns quickly with the right treatments you’re fine. No scars or anything.”

While it was true that they’d had a special lesson on dragons that week, it had been led by Mr Hagrid, and most of the class – Harry included – had taken the opportunity to chat amongst themselves.

Bagman carried on talking, mostly just to fill the dead space as the dragon keepers tried to remove the Swedish Short-snout from the paddock. As far as Harry could tell most people weren’t listening, preferring instead to talk about what they’d just seen.

The dragon keepers managed to wrangle the dragon back into the Forest quicker than Harry would have thought. By the time a quick keeper snuck back into the paddock and placed another golden egg the others were even bringing out a second dragon.

“A Welsh Green!” said Tracey. “Neis iawn!”

“I suppose it makes sense not to use the same dragon twice,” said Blaise, “although I don’t want to think about the fact that they’ve got three dragons sat in the Forbidden Forest.”

“Three angry dragons,” said Theodore. “Angry dragons whose eggs have been piled up and fiddled with.”

The Welsh Green seemed a bit more pliable than the Short-snout, and it reached the paddock without a single incident. Once it saw its eggs piled up amongst those of the other two dragons, it shot towards them and curled up atop the mound. The dragon keepers wisely scarpered at that and left the dragon to it. It shot narrow jets of flame over the eggs as it surveyed the mound.

“Miss Fleur Delacour of Beauxbatons is out next, up against a native Welsh Green! Don’t be fooled into thinking this dragon a push-over—fiercely territorial like the Welsh themselves, the Green will do anything to protect its eggs! Of course, Miss Delacour is a talented young witch and some have even suggested she might use a Veela allure on the dragon! We shall have to see,” said Bagman. “For those of you who didn’t see the match, Delacour also participated in the Junior singles duelling yesterday afternoon and scored herself a rather impressive win over her opponent from Durmstrang. Can she carry that through to today? And will it even matter against a dragon?”

Delacour came out of the tent with her wand in hand. Unlike Diggory, Delacour seemed not to have to think about what to do – and the presence of a dragon appeared not to bother her at all. She didn’t wait around at all. Instead the heart-shakingly beautiful witch moved her wand through the motions of an intricate and complex spell, and coaxed the dragon into an enchanted sleep.

As Delacour worked her way through the sleeping spell the dragon laid its head on its great claws and curled up around the top of the mound of eggs. Once the spell was done, Delacour began her ascent of the mound in search of the golden egg.

It nestled between two real eggs not far from the dragon’s snout where erratic jets of flame shot out with every snore.

But the fire didn’t seem to bother Delacour. She climbed steadily, clearly confident that her sleeping spell on the dragon would hold. It wasn’t a spell Harry recognised and was an impressive bit of magic to bewitch a sleeping dragon. Dragons were resistant to many spells, and a sleeping spell powerful enough to send a mature nesting dragon to sleep was something Harry thought could be very useful indeed.

Delacour reached the egg in good time and plucked it from its perch. She tucked the egg into her robe pocket and started her descent. It went well enough to start, but as she moved over one of the eggs the hem of her sport robe caught around an egg. While Delacour freed her robe from the eggs, the dragon snored and released jets of flame from its snout as it did.

Flames took hold of Delacour’s robe and spread right up her legs and onto her torso. The egg dropped from the remains of her pocket and went rolling across the paddock. Delacour had other things to worry about, though, as the smell of burning flesh once again filled the air and she went tumbling down from the mound of eggs, screaming.

“Miss Delacour is having an awful time of it!” said Bagman. “After that, quite frankly, magnificent sleeping charm this is quite the setback! You know, they say Veela are fire-resistant, but I wouldn’t like to test that out under these circumstances, let me tell you! But if she can grab that egg again she can get back on the broom and maybe clinch the win!”

Through it all the dragon remained solidly asleep, a testament to Delacour’s talent. Or the strength of the spell, Harry supposed. When the part-Veela hit the ground, she executed a graceful roll to put out the flames and got to her feet. She had a quick look for the egg and when she found it, limped over to it as quickly as she could before retreating from the paddock to the Champions’ tent.

Despite being set on fire and rolling down the mound of eggs, Delacour had managed to grab her golden egg and get it back much quicker than Diggory had.

“That was amazing!” Tracey said. “I’m glad she got the egg back—can you imagine going through all of that and then not even getting back with the egg?”

As Bagman babbled inanely to fill the time between Delacour and Krum’s attempts at the First Task, Harry watched the dragon keepers attempt to lift Delacour’s spell and move the dragon out of the paddock. After a few tries at it they seemed to conclude that they weren’t going to manage it, and instead worked together to cast a multi-pronged Levitation Charm to get the dragon out of the paddock.

“I hope Delacour wins this task,” declared Daphne. “That was just so—oh, it was just so graceful! And even the way she fell—she just rolled out of it at the end! Now that’s a witch!”

“She did get it done quickly, as well,” said Harry. “I want to know what that sleeping spell she used was, though. It didn’t look like the normal Sleeping Charm, did it?”

“I reckon she cheated,” said Blaise. He shrugged at Daphne’s glare. “Don’t look at me like that—I’ve got nothing against her personally. It’s tradition to cheat, isn’t it? But she was too fast out of that tent, like she knew exactly what to do and how to do it. Mark my words, there’s cheating going on here somewhere and I’ll bet that poor sod Diggory is the only one not having a go.”

“Or she could just be an exceptionally skilled and talented witch,” said Daphne. “The Goblet did pick her out.”

“Yeah, well, they’re all obviously that,” said Blaise. “Doesn’t mean they aren’t cheating, as well.”

Harry ignored the little argument that broke out between Blaise, Daphne, and Millicent over whether there was any cheating in favour of watching the dragon keepers bring out the lithe, sinewy Chinese Fireball. It slinked through the trees, its bulbous eyes darting around as it constantly surveyed its surroundings.

“I think Delacour used the Sleeping Beauty Curse,” said Theodore as the dragon keepers herded the scarlet dragon into the paddock. “It’s meant to be really hard to pull off—so hard I didn’t think they taught it anywhere anymore. They don’t at Hogwarts, anyway.”

“Really? Why d’you think it’s that one?” asked Harry.

“The book I read about it in had an animated diagram,” said Theodore. “I didn’t bother trying the spell—it’s NEWT level—but I remembered the spell movements because the symmetry was interesting. What Delacour did looked like that.”

“Do you remember what book it was in?” asked Harry.

“Not off the top of my head,” said Theodore, “but I keep a list of all the books I find interesting things in so when we get back I can have a look for you, if you want.”

“That would be great, thanks,” Harry said. The tip about keeping a list was good, too. There were so many books Harry had flicked through in search of odd bits of information whose titles he’d long forgotten. It would be good to have a system for finding them again, assuming he could remember to bother keeping the list in the first place.

By then the dragon keepers had got the Fireball safely into the paddock, and it had climbed atop a section of the egg mound containing its own crimson, gold-speckled eggs, coiled around them like a great big snake, its scales glistening in the dying light of the winter afternoon.

“Last—but not least!—we have Viktor Krum of Durmstrang. Now, as I’m sure anyone not living under a rock will already know, Mr Krum here is the youngest ever player to be contracted to any national Quidditch team, and also the youngest to play in a World Cup final match!” said Bagman from the announcer’s podium. “Krum’s skill on a broom is unquestionable, but how will he do on the ground today, I wonder? Like our previous two Champions Krum saw success in the duelling yesterday afternoon, so we know he’s not just a competent broomsman. Ah, but seeing the lad makes me yearn for the feel of a broom between my legs and a thick bat in my hand once again! But we aren’t here to relive my glory days—more’s the pity! No, we’re about to watch Krum tackle a bloody Chinese Fireball! Not the nastiest of the dragons we’ve seen today, it is certainly the cleverest—or so I’m told! Magizoology never was my subject at school.”

Krum strode out from the Champions’ tent and headed straight for the Chinese Fireball. He didn’t pay a single bit of attention to the crowd, or to Bagman’s inane prattling, and took up a position a few metres from the bottom of the egg mound. When he reached his desired spot, he cast a loud noise from the end of his wand and waved his free arm around to grab the dragon’s attention.

“Well, that’s Krum dead,” Harry heard Theodore mutter.

Harry agreed that Krum’s response to the dragon was an odd one but assumed the Bulgarian international Quidditch star had some sort of plan in mind.

The Chinese Fireball unfurled itself from amidst the eggs and set off towards Krum in a sinuous motion. Its big, bulbous eyes settled on Krum as it headed for the interloper near its nest.

Krum stood his ground.

He waited until the dragon was closer – almost too close, Harry thought, or at least far closer than Harry would have liked it to have been – and then with a quick movement of his wand, hit the dragon with a spell right in its eyes.

Harry glanced towards Theodore.

“That was the Conjunctivitis Curse, right?” he asked. “The movement…”

Theodore nodded.

“Definitely—look at the dragon,” said the other boy, pointing.

The Fireball’s already large eyes had swollen so much that they’d been forced closed, and the dragon shrieked, sending puffy balls of flame careening from its mouth as it did.

Krum cast another noise from his wand, this time away from where he stood, and the dragon clambered off towards it. As the dragon thrashed about, smashing some of the assembled eggs, Krum hit the mound at a run and started to climb. Krum managed to reach the top where the golden egg had been stuck between its real cousins before the dragon finally realised it was chasing nothing – through lack of a smell, Harry assumed – and turned back on itself to try and find Krum.

Krum tugged at the golden egg, but it remained stubbornly stuck between the real eggs. While the dragon crashed through the mound of eggs, smashing some of the unluckier ones, Krum struggled to get his golden egg free.

Eventually Krum jabbed his wand at the golden egg and it came free. Krum grabbed it and went sliding down the mound. When Krum hit the ground once more he set off back towards the tent at a jog, leaving behind a confused and distressed dragon.

“Not the cleanest of goes at it,” said Bagman, “but he was quick and got out with no injuries to himself, so I reckon Krum should be pleased. Now, as all three Champions have completed the Task successfully we will have to wait a few moments while our esteemed judges—and myself, ha!—tot up the scores! And of course while our brave and knowledgeable dragon keepers attend to, ah, the rampaging dragon…”

“I wouldn’t want to be in Magical Games tomorrow morning when all the Howlers arrive,” said Millicent. “The International Society for the Protection of Dragons is going to go nuts when they hear about all those smashed eggs. And I don’t blame them. Shocking, that was.”

“Oh, you’re right,” said Theodore.  He looked back down at the paddock where the keepers had only just managed to send the Fireball off into an enchanted sleep. “I hadn’t thought of that… Krum did well apart from that, though, I thought. That curse is a tough one to aim, especially on a dragon…”

“Fireballs have big eyes, though,” said Blaise. “Bigger target.”

“I think he’ll take first place,” said Harry, “assuming they don’t take away a load of points for smashing all those eggs. He was so fast, like he didn’t even need to think about what to do… It’s like he saw the dragon and just knew.”

“I think Fleur will win,” said Daphne. “The dragon keepers couldn’t even dispel her sleeping charm and they all tried it. I know she got burned, but she didn’t smash any eggs and she was quicker than Diggory, so I think she’ll win.”

Harry considered it and conceded that Daphne may in fact have a point.

“That’s a fair reasoning,” Harry said. “I feel sorry for Diggory—he took the longest and he got burned. I think he’ll come last for this one. That dog was a clever trick, though—good bit of transfiguration. Wonder why he didn’t try a conjuring.”

“The rock was the same size as the dog he transfigured,” Theodore said, “so I think it was easier than conjuring it from thin air. I think. There’s an equation you can do that…” he trailed off. “I know you don’t care about that, but that’s why he did it. I think.”

“You’re probably right, then,” said Harry. “Still, it’s a shame it took him so long to get started, isn’t it? Maybe next time he’ll have an easier time of it.”

“God, I hope so,” said Blaise. “It’d be an utter embarrassment to lose because our Champion is intellectually challenged.”

“They’ve brought the Champions back out, look,” said Tracey, pointing.

The three Champions had been lined up in front of the judges’ table. Neither Diggory nor Delacour seemed any worse for wear after their brush with dragonfire. Harry could see the tell-tale marks of freshly grown skin as well as some sort of salve still stuck to them, but neither Champion seemed in any discomfort. Delacour’s robe had even been repaired, although Diggory was still missing a bit of his hair.

“Our wise and learned judges are ready to give their scores!” shouted Bagman from his podium. “And for myself, well, I’m neither wise nor learned but I am ready for scoring, so we’ll continue! Ha! We’ll give the points in the order they tackled the Task, so Diggory—and Hogwarts—first.”

Dumbledore stood and cast his score from his wand. A large number eight floated from the end of his wand, expanded itself while in the air before disappearing with a pop, and then he sat back down. Next to cast her score was Maxime, and although she towered over the gathered men while sitting, when she stood the effect was almost comical. She cast a neat and crisp number nine from her wand before sitting back down. The dour-faced Crouch stood and cast the number seven from his wand before sitting back down. Karkaroff stood and cast a curly number five – an action which received boos from several of the stands – before sitting down. Finally, Bagman cast a big and bold number nine.

“Well, that’s a total of thirty-eight points for Cedric Diggory of Hogwarts!” concluded Bagman. “We’ll do Delacour of Beauxbatons next, with the judges casting scores in reverse order. I’ll go first!” Bagman shot a number nine once more into the air to general applause.

Next came Karkaroff, who stood and shot a measly number six from the end of his wand. Crouch awarded Delacour a seven, while Madame Maxime gave her own Champion nine points. Finally Dumbledore gave Delacour eight points.

“Oho!” said Bagman once the scoring had concluded. “That’s a score of thirty-nine for Fleur Delacour of Beauxbatons! Just one point more than Hogwarts’s Champion, Diggory! This is shaping up to be a devilishly close competition, I must say! Now for the final scores—for Viktor Krum, the Durmstrang Champion—we’ll reverse the order again, so Headmaster Dumbledore, your score, please!”

Dumbledore stood, cast a number six into the air, and then sat back down again – to a couple of boos, although as far as Harry could tell the reaction didn’t bother the elderly wizard. Maxime awarded Krum a score of seven, while Karkaroff gave Krum a perfect ten. Crouch awarded a score of eight, and finally Bagman gave Krum a nine.

“And there we have it, fair witches and gentlewizards! The First Task goes to Viktor Krum of Durmstrang Institute with his score of forty—yes, forty—points! I should tell you that there was much discussion had between us judges about the scoring of this Task, and while Mr Krum did lose points from all the judges for the destruction of several dragon eggs, his quick completion of the task without any injury to himself saw him just edge the win! And that’s it for the first run at the Gauntlet!”

Bagman paused for the roar of the crowd, and then continued once the noise had died down.

“We’ll reconvene for the Second Task of the Triwizard Tournament’s Gauntlet in February,” continued Bagman, “although to watch what, exactly, I can’t say—that is for our Champions to figure out, and for the rest of us mere spectators to speculate on! Until then the students have the Yule Ball to look forward to! Until next time!”

Bagman hopped down from the judges’ area and rushed forward to speak with Krum, although Karkaroff pushed him out of the way as soon he reached the pair of them. Maxime went to join Delacour and eventually Dumbledore followed and took Diggory to one side. Crouch headed towards the castle immediately, didn’t stop to speak with anyone – judge, Champion, or any members of the press.

Harry spotted Lucius Malfoy in the section of the stands dedicated to Ministry and school officials as they cleared of people, clearly attempting to look for someone. Draco, Harry assumed. But a quick glance through their part of the stands showed that Draco had disappeared in the first wave of students leaving the Task area, so the elder Malfoy was out of luck.

“Diggory was robbed,” said Millicent as Harry and his friends joined the flood of students leaving the stands. “For Krum to win after smashing all those eggs—and Delacour was burned worse than Diggory as well—thirty-nine is a really unfair score.”

“Bagman said all the judges took away points for smashing the eggs,” Harry said, “but Karkaroff didn’t. If he had Krum would have tied with Delacour, which was probably fair. Although Karkaroff’s scores were all bollocks so Delacour and Diggory should’ve both scored higher.”

“I noticed that too,” said Tracey. “A five for Diggory was really unfair! He deserved at least a seven! And I bet Karkaroff only gave Delacour a six because she’s a pretty girl.” She paused. “Not that she didn’t deserve a higher score as well, but I meant that if she’d been a boy he would have given her a five too.”

“Well, there’s always the next Task,” said Blaise. “Hopefully Diggory pulls his wand out and does a bit better—I’ve got a bet riding on him winning—but if not…” Blaise shrugged. “There’s always the next Tournament. We’ll be fifth years then, so we can compete in the Gauntlet if we want.”

“If they ever have another one, you mean,” said Theodore. “I thought someone was going to die in this Task to be honest, and I think they were all lucky to get away without being really seriously injured, so… there’s still time. And that hazard racing as well…” He shuddered. “I reckon someone’s coming away from all this with a permanent injury.”

“You’re so gloomy,” declared Millicent. “Why can’t this just be a nice little contest where everyone has fun and someone wins money and it’s all good?”

The sentiment was nice, but for Harry, the world wasn’t quite so uncomplicated as that. Still, Harry wouldn’t let outside matters interfere with his enjoyment of the Tournament, or his participation in its events, assuming no one – including himself – was grievously injured or killed.

But that was a problem for another day – and another year. Until January, at least, the only thing Harry had to worry about was the Yule Ball.

And his Hogsmeade data with Giovanna. Which was possibly scarier than facing down dragons.
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Harry spent the time between the First Task of the Triwizard Tournament and his first Hogsmeade weekend attending his lessons, sessions of the Duelling Club, and even managed to take some time to practise his flying. As the date of the weekend grew ever closer, however, he couldn’t stop worrying about the arrangement he’d made with Giovanna – and whether it was a good idea to invite a girl he barely knew to a place he’d never been before.

But by the time the weekend came, it was too late to rearrange, and Harry didn’t want to do that anyway. So just after breakfast – and after a quick dash back to the dungeons to get ready when Blaise disapproved of his outfit — Harry went to meet Giovanna outside the Entrance Hall where the carriages waited to take students into the village.

Harry knew his friends wouldn’t be too far behind, although he had negotiated an agreement with them that they’d wait at least five minutes after Harry and Giovanna had gone. He didn’t want to be totally alone, but he certainly didn’t want an audience on his first ever date with a girl, either.

Back up, support, and someone waiting just in case things went catastrophically wrong, but at a distant and far enough away Harry could pretend they weren’t there.

Harry arrived outside the castle first. He stood far enough away from the thestral-drawn carriages that he didn’t look strange for lingering, and then waited for Giovanna to arrive from Durmstrang’s enchanted ship. Harry had suggested going to meet her off the ship, but that had apparently been an unacceptable – to Karkaroff, rather than Giovanna – breach in Durmstrang’s security protocols.

So Harry waited outside the grand doors to the castle for Giovanna to arrive, glad that he’d worn a warm outer robe for the crisp December morning air. After about five minutes waiting around, Harry saw Giovanna walk up the path from the lake. She’d dressed in a fairly thick, fur-lined hooded robe, her hair done up in a simple bun.

She looked pretty.

Although Harry had been waiting for Giovanna to arrive, when she did he found that he didn’t quite know what he was supposed to do. Was he meant to hug her? Offer to shake her hand? Lean in for a kiss?

But fortunately, Giovanna seemed just as unsure of what to do as Harry was, and in the end they both settled on a rather awkward little wave as they greeted one another.

“Alright?” said Harry. “It’s quite a nice morning, isn’t it?” he said, because weather was always a safe topic. “Are you ready to go?”

Giovanna nodded.

“Yes. We use the enchanted carriages? Do we just … take one or is there a system…?” she asked, gesturing to where a few carriages and their thestrals stood just behind Harry.

“Oh, er, yeah. No system. They go and come back all day. They take up to four, but they’ll go with just one, apparently, so we can just…” Harry said. He thought about mentioning the thestrals, since Giovanna evidently couldn’t see them, but then realised that bringing up seeing dead people wasn’t the best thing to do on a date. Or at least, not right at the beginning of it, anyway. Perhaps if it came up more naturally… He shrugged. “Er, after you.”

Giovanna selected one of the carriages and climbed aboard. Harry followed after her and once both of them were safely on board the thestral started to walk along the path that led to Hogsmeade village.

Unfortunately for Harry, he couldn’t think of anything to say that wasn’t ‘I killed my teacher last year so that’s why I can see the creepy winged death-horse pulling our carriage’, so for the first few minutes of the trip neither teen said anything at all.

“The grounds are very beautiful,” said Giovanna eventually as their carriage passed along the outskirts of the Forest on its way to the village. “Durmstrang is not so … vibrant, I think is the word. We have a forest too, but it is very cold.”

“The Forest is actually a reserve for endangered creatures,” Harry said, remembering the furore that had happened last year when the Ministry delegation had effectively invaded the centaurs’ territory. “There’s like a treaty about it, something like that, anyway. I’ve never read it. But there are centaurs in there, and acromantulas, and nicer stuff like bowtruckles and unicorns.”

“Acromantulas?” echoed Giovanna. “But they are very dangerous!” She paused. “And they live in tropical jungles! Who put them there?”

Harry shrugged.

“To be honest, no one knows. No one knew they were here until last year, believe it or not. The Ministry sent a task force to come and have a look but, er, the centaurs kidnapped them and some of them died…” Harry paused when he realised that dead Ministry officials was hardly a romantic topic, so he changed the topic. “But the unicorns sometimes come near the edge of the Forest so we get to see them then. The foals, too. I think after Christmas in Magizoology we’ll be learning about the unicorn foals as well.”

“So the beauty has an edge,” murmured Giovanna, staring off into the Forest. “Perhaps not so unlike the forest at Durmstrang, then. But I still miss the lights. We do not see them here, but at school, they are always there.”

“The Northern Lights?” asked Harry. “I’ve never seen them. I hear sometimes we can see them at Hogwarts, but not since I’ve been here…”

“They are very special. Did you know there are some spells that—” Giovanna cut herself off midway through her sentence. “I should not mention this,” she said with a little smile. “It is a secret, they say… but I will say it anyway. There are spells—and rituals—that can only be done under the aurora. I have not done them yet, of course, but later in my schooling…” She shrugged. “I thought it was interesting.”

“It is interesting,” agreed Harry. “I’d never thought about it but it makes sense that stuff like that could be used in magic…”

“Yes!” said Giovanna. “Magic is wonderful, isn’t it? I do not understand how muggles are able to live never knowing the magnificence of magic, toiling in the dirt…” she paused. “Oh, I am sorry—I do not mean to offend. I know that your family…”

“It’s not bad living as a muggle,” said Harry carefully. “It’s just different. They don’t have magic, but for a lot of things, you don’t even notice it’s missing because there are other ways of doing it. I’m not saying I’d choose to be one, right,” he said, “but it’s not… it’s just a different way of living, that’s all. Muggles have a lot more, erm…”

Harry wasn’t quite sure how to phrase what he wanted to say. ‘Muggles have more culture’ sounded rude, although wasn’t exactly untrue. Although Harry enjoyed what wizards produced – from the music to books and sports and everything else – there wasn’t quite as much of anything as he was used to from the muggle world. And although ‘more’ didn’t mean ‘better’, it did still mean ‘more’.

“Muggles make more cultural things,” Harry settled on in the end. “There’s just loads more… well, everything, really,” he continued. “You know how there’s only a few really popular bands and singers and stuff around at the moment? I don’t know what it’s like in Italy or… wherever else you go but here, we’ve only got like The Hobgoblins, The Weird Sisters, stuff like Celestina Warbeck… not many, anyway. But muggles have got hundreds and they make music in different styles and sing different things and it’s just… for muggles, it’s like that for everything. Even stuff like the Triwizard Tournament—they’ve got hundreds of things like this that are happening all the time with dozens of schools in every country.”

Harry thought that was probably explanation enough. He’d said similar things to some of his friends in Slytherin before—and even to Ernie—but he didn’t want to lay it on too thick. But he did think it was important to get the point across.

Harry shrugged.

“Didn’t mean to go off on one,” he said, “but I’ve had this conversation loads of times with people in Slytherin. Most of them have never been around muggles before either, so I just… already had the answers and maybe I went on a bit…”

“I did not know this,” Giovanna said. “At school, we are not taught… this is not what we are told, you should understand,” Giovanna said. She seemed to be choosing her words just as carefully as Harry had. “So it is very interesting for me to hear this. Thank you for telling me. It is strange to consider but not unwelcome.”

Both Harry and Giovanna were silent for a while after that, and Harry worried he’d ruined the date with what he’d said. But on a bit of reflection he didn’t really regret it, since his only remaining family was comprised of muggles, and his mum had been muggleborn, so Harry felt right in having said it. If Giovanna couldn’t cope with the idea that muggles had some good things going on, that was all Harry needed to know about Giovanna.

By the time the carriage meandered through the Hogwarts gate and reached the edge of the village, Giovanna and Harry both had moved on from the topic of muggles and some of the tension was gone.

“The houses are so pretty!” said Giovanna. “They look just like they do in the paintings! Do you see?”

Harry did see. Row after row of cosy little cottages and small houses which appeared to be built from local stone – although had likely been constructed of transfigured materials instead – lined the pathway up ahead, which transitioned from a dirt track into a cobbled road just before the train station.

The thestral stopped just at the boundary of the village proper, and Harry and Giovanna disembarked. The thestral turned in a wide arc and went merrily back on its way to the castle, leaving Harry and Giovanna to wander along Hogsmeade village’s main thoroughfare.

Many of the houses had additional storeys added on, visible through their dormer windows, some of which were improbably steep and stacked upon one another and held up only through clever application of magic. Hogsmeade was quite large, by wizarding standards, and as Harry and Giovanna wandered along the main artery of the village they saw snaking, winding little streets branch off into the distance.

Quaint and traditional though the houses were, Harry had seen architecture like that in many muggle villages throughout the length and breadth of Great Britain – with the exception of some of the more flamboyant architectural flourishes – so he thought he was perhaps not quite as excited by the display as Giovanna.

Harry decided it would be wiser not to say that, and instead nodded and pointed out some of his favourite buildings.

“We have been—my friends and I, I mean—very excited to visit the village,” said Giovanna. “There is a village on… the grounds of Durmstrang, too, but it is very small next to this one. And this one is so very old, too! As old as Hogwarts, they say.”

“I’ve been wanting to come here, too,” Harry said. “We’re not allowed in until second year. Not sure why. But some of my mates live in the village—Ernie and Millie, you met them at the Cultural Fayre, I think—so I do know a bit about it. There’s a really good sweet shop here, it’s called Honeydukes… I’ve had their chocolate before and it’s really good. We can go in a bit later, if you want.”

“Yes, I would like that,” Giovanna said. “And I wanted to go to the… I think the name was Spintwitch? The sports shop, anyway—Fraulein Daryna said there was one here. Do you know it?”

“Er, Spintwitches Sporting Goods, I think it’s called,” Harry said. “I mean, I’ve never been obviously, but I have heard of it before. I don’t know where it is but we can go have a look, I’m sure it won’t be too far off the main street…”

“And I have been told of a place… a pub? But it is meant to be a very nice place to go, especially on a cold day. So I would like to go there, as well.”

“Oh, er, yeah,” said Harry. “The Three Broomsticks—everyone says it’s really good there. We can a bit later, have some lunch if you want.”

“I would like that,” said Giovanna.

The pair of students ambled from shop to shop although didn’t go into very many of them at all, preferring instead to gaze through the windows while chatting about the sorts of inconsequential things people chatted about. A couple of times Harry passed some of his friends and Giovanna hers but, apart from offering polite waves, neither Harry nor Giovanna seemed to think the outing was going so badly as to need any sort intervention from an outside party.

Which was about as good as Harry had hoped for if he was honest with himself.

Giovanna was most interested in visiting Spintwiches, so although they did look through the windows of other shops on the way, both Harry and Giovanna spent more time looking for the sporting goods shop. They found it midway along Hogsmeade’s winding main street, tucked between two grand townhouses.

“I wanted to get some broom wax,” said Giovanna once they’d got inside. “I brought some with me of course, but I’ve used it all up already!”

Harry had seen the Beauxbatons and Durmstrang lot up in the air practising for the flying competition, but he hadn’t spent much time on his own broom because of the duelling. For Giovanna to have run out of broom wax already, she must have been really putting the hours in.

“Getting a lot of airtime in, then?” asked Harry in what he hoped was a casual tone. He didn’t want Giovanna to think he was trying to scout out an advantage, after all, but he did want to get a sense of where the Durmstrang contingent was with their flying.

And it was good conversation.

“Of course!” said Giovanna. “It is why I am here. Well, mostly why I am here,” she said with a little wink at Harry. “I want to win the prize – professional training at the European level is very hard to get into. But you must know this already.”

For Harry, the prizes for winning were truthfully far less important than the winning itself. Although seeded entry to the European Circuit’s summer tournament would have been nice – along with professional quality race, hazard and Quidditch training – Harry thought he had a lot more to worry about than summer fun. Voldemort was out there lurking, no doubt planning all sorts of nefarious things with his servant Wormtail and mucking about on a broom was probably not the best of ideas.

But even so he did realise that the prizes on offer were all extremely sought-after by the vast majority of students – and not just for the monetary value. Flight schools were usually booked years in advance, and entry to the European Circuit’s summer tournament was a gruelling process ordinarily.

So Harry just nodded along.

“Well, that’s fair. What sort of wax do you use on a Hayami? I use Wakefield’s on my Firebolt, but the Hayami is made of that cherry wood, isn’t it?”

“Hayami makes its own wax,” said Giovanna. “I’m not sure if they will have it here—this shop seems quite small—but your Wakefield’s wax will probably be okay, also.”

“Well, I think the broom stuff is over there,” said Harry, pointing towards a section of the shop where there were some brooms, Quidditch gear, and more specialist equipment like the odd quodpot. When they passed by the quodpot stuff, Harry gestured towards it. “Have you ever played quodpot? Or seen it, even? I’ve heard of it but we just don’t do it at Hogwarts, and I don’t think there are any proper matches here so I’ve never seen it.”

Although to be fair, Harry had only seen two professional Quidditch matches, so that wasn’t saying much.

“I saw a match once with my family – in Bohemia if you can believe it. They have the only professional league in Europe!” said Giovanna. “It is very strange.” She held up a jar of wax. “Is this a good price for wax?” she asked. “I am still not used to your money.”

“Five knuts is really good for Wakefield’s,” said Harry. “Actually, I think I’ll pick some up as well.” He grabbed his own jar and then looked around to see if there was anything else he wanted, although he couldn’t really think of anything.

He’d outfitted himself fairly thoroughly during the summer and hadn’t made much of a dent in his supplies since coming back to school.

“I’m looking forward to getting back in the air again,” Harry said while the two of them were waiting in a queue to pay for their wax. “I’ve not done much because of the duelling but I think I’ll do more between now and Christmas. Especially since there’s no more events until after the new year… well, except that Ball, I suppose,” he said.

“I think you should,” said Giovanna. “When I beat you in the hazard racing, I want it to be because I’m better, and not because you were out of practise.” Although her tone was jocular, Harry could tell there was a serious undertone. It was a sentiment Harry understood well.

“I promise that if you beat me, it will be because you’re better at flying,” Harry said. “I mean, you won’t beat me, but if you do, it will be because you’re better.” He grinned.

“We will see about this, Harry Potter!” said Giovanna.

They each paid for their wax and then left the shop for the bracing Highland air.

“Where do you want to go next?” asked Harry. “We could go get some lunch, if you want, or… well, it’s up to you.”

“I have heard of this … Screaming Shack? Would you like to go and see it?” said Giovanna.

Harry nodded.

“The Shrieking Shack. It’s meant to be the ‘most haunted’ building in Britain, isn’t it? I think it’s on the edge of the village so… er… it’s this way,” Harry said, pointing.

Harry and Giovanna made their way through the winding Hogsmeade streets and towards the edge of the village proper where the cosy cottages and picturesque houses with their little gardens gave way to a rather desolate moor.

Harry knew they’d reached the Shrieking Shack as soon as he saw it. Stood off on its own amidst what had surely once been beautifully managed grounds was a tall building that looked as if it had been grand once. Half-rotten wood panelling hung from broken supports, showing the pock-marked stone beneath. The spaces where half a dozen windows had once been lined the front face of the house, although each of them had been boarded up. The door to the house had been bricked up, then boarded over, although some of the boards had fallen off.

Apart from the Shack’s generally neglected and disused appearance, Harry could see nothing that might indicate it was a haunted house, however. There were no ghosts milling about the grounds, nor any poltergeists that Harry could see or even hear. He supposed that there could have been some inside the Shack, but every last point of ingress to the building had been secured, so Harry couldn’t even check.

The least the resident ghosts could have done was drift about outside. Be seen, maybe do a spooky wail.

Harry and Giovanna walked along the outside of the dilapidated old building but found nothing except for an overgrown garden and more blocked off windows.

“Is that it?” Harry asked after they’d reached the front of the Shack again. “It’s just a creepy old house.” He paused. “And it’s not even that creepy. Maybe at night…”

Giovanna let out a laugh.

“Oh, I am so glad that you said it! I was thinking that too, but I did not want to offend you in case you were impressed! There are not even any ghosts!” she said. “There are more ghosts on the docks at Durmstrang!”

“There are dozens of ghosts just hanging about Hogwarts, too!” Harry said. “In fact, I bet that Hogwarts the most haunted building in Britain!”

“It is true that there are many ghosts,” said Giovanna. “So maybe you are right! Have you met all of them?”

Harry shook his head.

“Nah. There are some ghosts that only haunt specific bits of the castle, like one room in the dungeons or the library annex… stuff like that, and the castle is massive. So unless you really go looking for them it’s hard to find them all. I heard there’s even one who haunts the girls’ toilets on the second floor!” Harry said.

“No!” said Giovanna. “Really? Who would want to haunt a toilet?”

“No idea,” Harry said. “It sounds like an awful place to spend eternity, doesn’t it?” Harry shrugged. “I’d never come back as a ghost, anyway—sounds really boring. But to come back to haunt a toilet… Anyway, want to go get some lunch? It’s about lunchtime and I wanted to go see the Three Broomsticks. It’s meant to be really good.”

“That would be nice,” said Giovanna, and so the pair set off in search of the village’s most popular pub.

They found it on Hogsmeade’s main street, about halfway along, and ducked inside out of the cold.

Inside smoke from a roaring fire rose lazily through the air until it settled above the heads of the pub’s many customers as they sat, chatted, ate, and drank at the tables scattered throughout the room. The combined noise from dozens of different conversations melted together to form a kind of indistinct buzzing sound, not altogether pleasant but easy enough to ignore.

Harry and Giovanna found seats at a small table tucked behind a nice alcove, which Harry thought perfect to grab some lunch – it was out of the way of prying eyes, quiet enough that they could still chat, but with a good enough view of the room.

After a while a kind-faced and rather buxom older witch came to their table to take drinks and food orders, and then returned with a butterbeer each for Harry and Giovanna, which they drank over a nice conversation while waiting for their food to arrive.

Some time later the witch – Madam Rosmerta, Harry remembered from stories the uppers had told – came back with their food and then left them to it.

The food – a steak and ale pie with thick cut chips and mushy peas – was a hearty meal, although not the best food Harry had ever tasted. But it was more than good enough and filled the hole left by the cold December morning. Even the setting, which was markedly different from the Great Hall in Hogwarts, was a nice change of pace.


  The pretty girl helps, too…


Towards the end of the meal, and interrupting a rather tasty blackcurrant tart, a blonde witch wearing bright red painted nails carrying a crocodile-skin handbag appeared at Harry and Giovanna’s table. Behind her was a tall, scruffy wizard carrying a heavy-looking old-fashioned camera.

“Rita Skeeter from the Daily Prophet, Mr Potter,” said the witch in a sickly-sweet tone. She glanced back at her companion. “That’s Bozo, my photographer. Could I take a few moments of your time for some comments on the Triwizard Tournament?”

Harry frowned. While he’d had ‘news’ articles written about him before while at Hogwarts, he had never been directly approached by a member of the press, and he found that he didn’t like it. Certainly not while trying to enjoy lunch with a pretty girl, anyway. Maybe with a prior appointment…

“I’d really rather not, actually,” Harry said. “If you didn’t realise I’m here with… er… well, we’re trying to have lunch and I don’t think it’s really appropriate to just barge in while we’re eating.”

“Oh, of course Mr Potter,” said Skeeter, “but it’s just so difficult to contact you! And my readers would like to know your opinion on the Champions and perhaps we could even get you to comment on your very skilful wins in the duelling!”

Giving an interview was quite far from what Harry wanted to be doing at that very moment. More than that, he didn’t think Giovanna particularly wanted to watch him give an interview. But Skeeter looked quite determined, had even dragged her photographer along with her. If Harry brushed her off, his picture would probably still end up in the paper and the story would be far less positive than if he just said something.

Harry sighed.

“If I give you a comment will you go away?” Harry asked. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to give in to the journalists, but if she really only wanted a comment, Harry thought it would be easier than an argument. And at least then she wouldn’t go ahead and write a column about how rudely she’d been treated by the Harry Potter.

“Oh, of course,” said Skeeter. “It’s like I said—we just want a few moments of your time. Then you can go right back to having lunch with your little friend there.”

“Alright,” Harry said. “I don’t really know the Champions from Durmstrang and Beauxbatons, but they seem nice enough. Everyone knows about Krum, obviously. I’m going to be flying against him later, so I’m really excited about that. I know Cedric Diggory from the Duelling Club. He’s really good at duelling and I hope he wins. Is that enough of an opinion?”

Skeeter had been unprepared for Harry to immediately jump into his comments and so scrambled to get down what he’d said on a hastily whipped out sheaf of parchment.

“Oh, I’m sure we can do something with that,” replied Skeeter with a smirk. “Now, about the duelling…? What did it feel like to win? Can you answer that for me?”

“Er, yeah,” said Harry. “It was great. I’ve been doing a lot of practise for the duelling on my own and in Duelling Club—”

“And with your pretty little muggleborn friend? What’s her name, again?” interrupted Skeeter.

“Tracey Davis, and she’s halfblood, actually, like me,” Harry said. “But yeah, we practise together a lot because we’re doubles partners, obviously. But I was saying that it’s good when you win, since it makes you feel like all the hard work was worth it in the end,” he said. “So… are we done?”

“Just a couple more questions, Mr Potter! My readers will love these answers and this little featurette will no doubt boost your profile nicely!”

“I don’t really care about—” Harry started to say, but Skeeter spoke over him.

“What’s your favourite part of a duel?”

Harry suppressed his desire to be rude and thought of a nice, polite answer.

“I’m really good at casting jinxes and hexes,” Harry said, “and they’re always exciting to get off. But what I really like is having to think on my feet and adapt to new strategies right then and there.”

“Excellent, excellent,” said Skeeter. “Now, for my last questions… Who is this enchanting young lady, and have you kissed her yet?”

Harry knew he should have immediately jumped to Giovanna’s defence, but all he could do was open and close his mouth dumbly as his throat closed up and his face went bright red. Fortunately, Giovanna wasn’t quite so easily embarrassed as Harry, and jumped in to deal with Skeeter herself.

“I am Giovanna Fantoni, and it is none of your business!” she said.

“I thought you had the look of a foreigner about you,” murmured Skeeter. “Well, that’s fair enough, but a good reporter always has a go. I think we’ve got everything we came for, right Bozo?”

“No picture,” grunted the cameraman.

“Oh, that’s right—go on then, snap a quick one and we can go,” said Skeeter, although she’d already gathered her parchment up and put it into her bag.

Before Harry could refuse consent, Bozo snapped a photo and then both cameraman and reporter turned and left the bustling little pub.

Harry shook his head as he watched the pair of them go, then turned towards Giovanna.

“Look, I’m really sorry about that—this has never happened to me before, but it’s still not fair that you should have…”

Giovanna just shrugged.

“It was not your fault—it was hers,” she said. “It hasn’t ruined my day. I hope it hasn’t ruined yours, either… but if it has, please blame that awful woman!”

Harry grinned.

“It hasn’t ruined my day either! I mean, I could have done without it, but…” He shrugged. “I’ll just go and pay for the lunch and then we can go back to the castle? If you’re happy to go back, anyway, I just thought… well, you never know who’s lurking about and I just thought…”

“You don’t need to pay,” Giovanna said. “I have enough money, let’s just split the meal, it’s fairer that way…”

“No, it’s alright, really,” Harry said, “I—”

He had been about to say ‘I have too much money anyway’, but that gave off entirely the wrong sort of vibes. Instead, he settled on something much nicer.

It was still true, but it sounded nicer, and that was better.

“I want to,” he said. “And you know, you shouldn’t have to sit through that with that Skeeter woman, so really, it’s fine.”

Giovanna acquiesced and Harry went away to pay, and once they’d both pulled on their outer robes, they left the Three Broomsticks and headed back towards where the thestral-drawn carriages picked up returning students. They spent the journey back in a mixture of idly chatter and companionable silence, and when they were always back at the castle Harry decided he would ask Giovanna to go with him to the Yule Ball. He’d been hoping for their little date to Hogsmeade would go well enough for that to be an option, since with the Ball looming the idea of dates was on all the boys’ minds, and it seemed like the date had gone well enough.

Even counting Skeeter’s obnoxious interruption.

When the thestral dropped Harry and Giovanna off at the castle it seemed as if neither of them knew quite what to do or say, and they both stood there in agonising silence for a few moments. But then Harry found the courage to speak and blurted out his question.

“I was just thinking if maybe you’d like to go to the Ball with me?” he asked. “Er, I didn’t mean—wait, I mean, actually no, I think that was what I meant…”

Harry waited what felt like an eternity for Giovanna to answer. He felt his face turn red, start burning.

What if she says no? What if she doesn’t say anything? Harry wondered.

“I will go to the Ball with you,” she said, and as soon as Harry realised that she’d agreed a big grin appeared across his face.

“Really?” Harry asked. “Er, I mean—that’s brilliant! I was worried…”

Giovanna leaned over and kissed Harry on the cheek before stepping away.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “And please—practise your flying! I will see you soon and you had better have been up in the air at least once!”

Giovanna walked away, but after a few paces stopped and glanced back at Harry with a little smile before continuing on, while Harry went weak at the knees.

It wasn’t a proper kiss, but it was something, and he had a date to the Yule Ball, too. That was honestly more successful than he’d thought possible earlier that day, so he counted it as a rather big win. The date had been marred a bit by that annoying reporter, but that was only a little thing. Harry returned to the dungeons happier than he’d set out and settled in to wait for his friends to return from Hogsmeade, glad that his first date had gone well enough to secure him a partner for the Yule Ball, too.

  






22. Chapter 22 - Bugs, Boys, and Balls
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At breakfast the next morning Harry was greeted by incredulous looks and whispers, and more than a few chortles of laughter. One of the Gryffindors even pointed as Harry walked through the doors to the Great Hall.

“What’ve I done now?” he muttered as he slipped into place next to Tracey and Blaise.

Blaise just sniggered and shoved a copy of the Daily Prophet at him.

“You need to be more careful what you say to journalists, mate,” he said.

Harry groaned.

“What did she write?” he asked, looking down at the paper.

“It’s not that bad,” said Tracey, “but… well, I know you really well so I know that if you did say those things you didn’t mean them in the way she said in the article, but…”

Harry found the article Skeeter had written on him, and far from being a small profile, it occupied a whole page in the Prophet’s morning edition, complete with the photograph taken at his lunch with Giovanna the previous day.


  Who Is Harry Potter?



  A profile by Rita Skeeter



  We all think we know Harry Potter. His story is known worldwide, a true example of the wonder and mystery of magic. He is the only person ever to have survived a run-in with the Killing Curse. He is the vanquisher of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named. He is a student at Hogwarts School. These things are all known. 


But who is Harry Potter really? To understand that we have to understand where he came from.

Harry Potter was born to James Potter, the pureblood heir to the Sleakeazy fortune, and his muggleborn wife, Lily Potter, in July 1980. Lily and James Potter were well known advocates of muggleborn rights, and were steadfast in their opposition to You-Know-Who and his campaign of terror. Perhaps it is little wonder that the greatest Dark Lord this country has ever seen personally attacked them on that fateful Hallowe’en Night. Tragically, Lily and James Potter were killed by He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named, but young Harry survived.

Harry Potter became the Boy-Who-Lived, unique in recorded history. And the Dark Lord died. Vanquished by a baby, destroyed by magic none had seen before and which perhaps none will ever see again. 


  Our world rejoiced. But young Harry, alive though he was, was orphaned. Left alone in this world without parents, without the safety of family. And so he was sent to live with his muggle aunt, the sister of Lily Potter. 


Young Harry spent his life among muggles, living as a muggle – this reporter can reveal that young Harry knew nothing of magic until he received his Hogwarts letter! He was Sorted into Slytherin House – a surprise, given his family’s long association with Gryffindor House and by all accounts, settled in nicely.


  But Harry’s return to our great society was not without incident. I am, of course, writing about the debacle with Quirinus Quirrell. The Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor – young for such a post – allegedly kidnapped Harry Potter at the end of the school year. I must say ‘allegedly’ because the matter has never gone to trial, for reasons which will become quite clear later on. 



  It is well-known that Quirrell had an accomplice within the school. This much is apparent from the official statements, available for viewing at the Ministry archives. Some have suggested that none other than Sirius Black, the escaped convict, was responsible – but Potter disagrees.



  In a statement delivered by Albus Dumbledore, Potter is said to have claimed, unequivocally, that Sirius Black was not present. That Quirinus Quirrell’s unknown accomplice was a man known to young Harry only as ‘Wormtail’, also called ‘Pettigrew’.


Now, that is a name most of us have not heard in a long time. Peter Pettigrew, as we all know, was murdered by Sirius Black many years ago. A sign of Black’s madness, perhaps, that he is pretending to be his murdered friend? Who can say.


  Fortunately, Quirinus Quirrell was killed in the incident and no harm came to young Harry, although the accomplice escaped. Potter himself has never delivered an official statement on this incident: all communication regarding this has been delivered by Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster of Hogwarts School. 



  No one can blame Harry Potter for what occurred in his first year, but even so, it is an inauspicious return to our world!


As for young Harry himself, my sources have many interesting things to say. Potter is an excellent student – while not exceptional in the manner of Albus Dumbledore (see my book, A Warlock’s Legacy: the Rise of Dumbledore, for more on that!) he gets good marks and is spoken of favourably by his teachers. And all this after being raised as a muggle! A sign of things to come, perhaps? 


  Socially, Harry Potter has certainly done well for himself. He is noted as being a close friend of Ernest Macmillan, only son of Algernon Macmillan of Hogsmeade, a well-known figure in our society. He was seen at the recent Quidditch World Cup in the company of the Macmillan men. But Harry’s popularity doesn’t end there: he is reported to be very close with Theodore Nott, son of the wealthy landowner, Sinistrus Nott, along with Blaise Zabini, son of the controversial socialite Livia Zabini. 



  Young Harry has certainly managed to ingratiate himself with the great and good of our society. Perhaps that is unsurprising, given his status and his Sorting into Slytherin House, but it is interesting. 



  This reporter has managed to secure an interview with Harry Potter himself. It is well known that Potter has never given an interview: not unusual for one so young, but given his unique place in our world, perhaps it was overdue. Dutifully I have shared what I learned with you all here today. Aren’t we all lucky? I happened to chance upon young Harry in the Three Broomsticks Inn of Hogsmeade, and Harry was gracious enough to give an interview.



  What I learned may shock you!



  It should be no surprise to readers of my weekly column that Harry Potter is participating in the revived Triwizard Tournament this year, specifically in its Pariturium and Aerobaticum – duelling and flying events open, this year, to younger students. What better questions to ask than those regarding the Tournament itself? Fresh from his recent successes – two wins at the Novice level – I asked Potter to give me his opinions on the Triwizard Champions.



  Potter expressed strong support for Cedric Diggory of Hogwarts, but was canny enough to rate Fleur Delacour and Viktor Krum’s chances as well! We moved swiftly on to Potter’s own participation.


Our interview was a wonderful opportunity to ask Harry about his partnership with a pretty little witch in his House called Tracey Davis. As happens occasionally this reporter made a little mistake when she referred to Miss Davis as a muggleborn – easy enough to make, as Davis is not a traditionally wizarding name. But Potter immediately and forcefully corrected the error, saying ‘she’s halfblood, actually’.

Keen to move on from what was obviously a touchy subject for Potter, I asked him what his favourite part of duelling was. The answer that may surprise my dear readers is that Potter gets excited by casting jinxes and hexes—and why would our hero enjoy casting Dark charms quite so much? Now, I am not one to cast aspersions as you all well know as a matter of personal pride and journalistic integrity, but is a curious thing that Potter enjoys that aspect of duelling the most, isn’t it? But of course, this reporter is not a duellist, and cannot comment on whether such a thing is usual for that lot.


  Perhaps it is.



  What is clear is that Harry Potter is a much more complicated young man than any of us realised. Someone to watch, certainly. Fans of Potter might be interested in attending the next round of the Pariturium – dates to be announced – in the New Year. My sources tell me also that Potter will be competing in the Aerobaticum, so fans of broomwork can try for tickets to those events, too.



  Pictured here is Harry Potter with his vivacious and exotic female companion, Giovanna Fantani of Durmstrang Institute.


“That fucker,” said Harry once he’d read through the whole article. “That’s a fucking character assassination! I never said—well, I mean, I guess I technically did—but…” He groaned.

“Language, Potter,” interjected one of the prefects from up the table.

“Oh, for fuck’s—” Harry said.

“Oi!”

“Alright, alright,” said Harry to appease the irate prefect. He lowered his voice. “I can’t believe she brought up all that stuff about Quirrell last year!” he said. It had taken him long enough to really internalise that Quirrell’s death hadn’t been his fault, only for Skeeter to bring up the whole sordid affair as part of her gossip column. Not to mention she’d dragged his friends and their families into it, too.

“It was kind of a big deal,” said Blaise. He shrugged. “You know, a teacher kidnapped a student and then ended up dead. It’s… I mean, it doesn’t happen every year, does it?”

“I suppose,” Harry agreed reluctantly, “but there’s a way of saying things.”

“Thanks for correcting her, though, Harry,” said Tracey. “She even got my name right this time! It’s just a shame she took it out of context…”

“I only said you were halfblood because she got it wrong last time as well! And I thought, if she was going to write about you, it should be clear that it’s… well, the right Tracey Davis,” he said. “And I suppose I did say it was exciting casting jinxes, but I said what I really enjoyed was thinking on my feet…”

“That’s journalists for you,” said Blaise. “At least you know to be more careful about what you say next time.”

“She can go f—” Harry started to say, and then stopped himself as he was unwilling to get in trouble with the prefects. “I won’t be giving her an interview again, that’s for certain,” he said instead.

“It wasn’t that bad,” said Tracey again. “And she didn’t come out and say anything horrible, it was just some implications… but Skeeter’s like that, she never outright says anything, she just likes to ask questions and suggest possibilities. Nan says she’s a gossipmonger, and that’s it.”

“Yeah, and she implied I don’t like muggleborns and do like Dark magic,” Harry said.  “God, I hope Giovanna isn’t too upset by the article—they stuck her picture in it and named her and everything.” Unfortunately, Giovanna had been sat at the Hufflepuff table for breakfast, and Harry didn’t want to draw any extra attention to her by going over to talk with her to find out.

“I don’t see why she would be,” Blaise said. “She looks fit in that picture and they didn’t say anything bad about her. She might even be pleased that it’s raising her profile. I know I am. The bit about my mum was actually better than what Skeeter usually says about her.”

“I don’t think she’s really that bothered about her profile,” Harry muttered, but what had happened had happened and nothing could be done to change it. Instead of moping about it, Harry helped himself to some breakfast and kept a discreet watch for Giovanna to leave the Great Hall so he could apologise about the article.

With any luck Giovanna would be unconcerned with the article and Harry would still have a date for the Yule Ball. If not, well… Harry would have to figure something else out.

“I wonder if there’d be any point in complaining to the editor,” Harry mused over his cornflakes. “Make a point of showing I’m not happy about having my words taken out of context, you know, something like that.”

Blaise and Tracey shared a look.

“Definitely not,” Blaise said after a few moments. “The editor let Skeeter publish the article in the first place. And if you complain, they’ll double down on it.”

“Everyone knows this is what the Prophet is like,” Tracey said. “Although, well, if you don’t I suppose that makes sense—you’ve not been reading it that long. But… well, I don’t want to call you a ‘celebrity’ because—you know—but lots of, erm…”

“Public figures,” supplied Blaise.

“Yeah, lots of public figures,” continued Tracey, “have this happen to them. I remember a few years ago Celestina Warbeck got into an argument with a fan outside Florean Fortescue’s and it was in the papers for weeks. Well, there was a whole thing about it—Nan was following it, so I remember—but anyway, she sent a letter in to the Prophet and they published it and made her look like a right nutcase. It all blew over eventually but I don’t think it’s a route you want to go down.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” said Harry, although he didn’t like the idea of just letting it go. But then, there wasn’t much that he could do.

“You could always go for litigation—sue for damage to your reputation, something like that,” said Blaise, “but that seems an overreaction and would probably make it look like they were right. Best to just let her have this one and be more careful what you say next time.”

“Nah, you’re right it’s probably best to ignore it for now,” said Harry, although the thought was an unpleasant one. “I just wish people would stop obviously pointing at me and talking about it.”

“That’s asking too much, mate,” Blaise said. “They’ll forget by later, anyway. You’re not that interesting.”

“You always know just what to say,” said Harry. “I’m touched.”

“No worries,” said Blaise.

Harry went to reply, but spotted Giovanna get up from the table along with one of her friends.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” Harry said to Blaise and Tracey. “I’m just going to go see Giovanna before they get back to the ship,” he said, and got up from the table. He caught Giovanna and her friend just before they left the castle, and Giovanna sent her friend – Natasha, Harry remembered from the Cultural Fayre – through the Entrance Hall doors without her.

“I imagine you’ve seen the article,” Harry said. “Sorry you had to be part of it. I didn’t want you to think… er… well. Skeeter shouldn’t have named you, is all.”

“Well, it wasn’t me that she suggested unkind things about,” said Giovanna. “And I told her my own name—I should have realised it would appear in the paper. But it is only an English rag, no? As long as my Nonna does not see any unexpected pictures of me with foreign boys in her evening paper everything will be fine.”

Giovanna shrugged.

“There are worse things than to be pictured with a handsome, famous wizard,” she said.

“You think I’m handsome?” asked Harry, beaming.

Giovanna just smiled at him before walking out the big Entrance Hall doors, and Harry returned to the breakfast table grinning like an idiot.

*

Harry spent the next couple of weeks watching his friends scramble to try and find dates for the Yule Ball and feeling smug because he’d sorted that out already. All Harry had to worry about was Christmas homework, which the teachers hadn’t skimped on even though they knew all of their students were far more interested in the Ball than whatever it was they’d been assigned. Well, that and telling his aunt that he wouldn’t be home for Christmas – again – that year.

Harry scratched out a few draft letters while sat with Blaise – the only other boy who’d managed to get a date so far – in the Common Room one evening while they watched their friends and Housemates fumble around trying to find dates.


  Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon,


I forgot to tell you that I won my duelling matches! Both of them, actually. I competed in the singles and the doubles matches and I won both. My doubles partner is Tracey—you know, the one I visited in Barcelona? We were in the paper as well. I’ve got a copy of the article here in case you wanted to see it.

Harry had duplicated his copy of the article and stuck it behind the sheet of parchment. It had an animated photograph of part of the duel on it, which Harry that his aunt would like to keep even though she’d never display it anywhere. In her box of magic things in the attic, Harry supposed.

Blaise nudged Harry.

“Look, Vince has just gone over to Florence. Bet you a sickle she’ll say no when he asks her to the Ball,” Blaise said.

“I’m not taking that bet,” Harry said. For one, it felt rude to bet on Vince’s romantic misfortune, but it was also just an awful bet, since it was clear to anyone with eyes that Florence didn’t like Vince, who had already asked – and been rejected by – most of the other girls in their year.

“Um, Floz?”

Harry winced. Florence hated that nickname, which had been given to her by Pansy. If Vince had ever had a chance, it had evaporated right there and then.

“He’s bollocksed it,” Harry muttered to Blaise. “Two words, and he’s fucked it.”

“What, Vince?” said Florence, sighing loudly as she looked up from her book. She was sat with Irene, who Vince had asked out earlier that morning. “Going to ask me to the Yule Ball next?”

“I—well, I mean… yeah,” Vince managed to say eventually. “So, d’you want to?”

“No,” said Florence. “I’ve already got a date. And I’ve just watched you go around the room asking half the girls here before me, so even if I would have wanted to, knowing I was your last choice out of everyone would have changed my mind! Ugh, boys.”

“You’re not my last choice,” protested Vince. “I haven’t asked Millicent yet—” he said, and Harry groaned.

“You can fuck off if you think I’ll go with you, Crabbe,” shouted Millicent from across the room.

Vince stomped out of the Common Room in the direction of his dormitory, while many of the students remaining burst into laughter.

“That was painful,” said Blaise. “He might have actually had a chance with Millie if he’d asked her first, as well,” he said much more quietly.

“Doubt it,” Harry said. “His cat bullies Millie’s.”

Harry returned to his letter. It wouldn’t write itself, and he needed to get it sent so his aunt could think of reasons for him not to be there to give Marge.


  There are still three rounds left in the tournament so I’ll let you know how I do in those as well. And I’ve not even started my flying events yet – there’s loads, so I’ve got a really busy year ahead. Three rounds in each of the events, if you get through to the end, anyway. 


Harry thought about telling his aunt and uncle that they could – in theory at least – get tickets to one of the events, but realised he had no idea how that would work in actuality. Would there be someone available to take them to Hogwarts? Could they pass through the barrier at King’s Cross? Floo, perhaps, or a Portkey…

Well, probably best not to mention it at all, Harry thought. He knew his aunt would appreciate the thought behind the offer and probably wouldn’t accept the invitation anyway, but on the off-chance she did and Harry had to admit he didn’t know how to manage it practically, Harry decided against it.

Perhaps for the finals.

There aren’t any more events between now and Christmas, though. Well, there is one, but it’s not a competition event. Actually, it was part of the reason why I sent this letter now. As part of the Tournament there’s going to be a big ball this year at Christmas. I don’t think anyone at school is going home for Christmas this year, it’s that big of an event. 


  Which is why I’m writing to say that I won’t be home this year, either. I know I said last year that I would, but I didn’t know anything about the Tournament then! Sorry. But this is a proper ball, it’s all anyone’s been talking about for weeks, and everyone from the other two schools is going to it, too. I think it’s in the rules that everyone taking part in the competitions has to attend the ball anyway.



  I’ve even got a date! Her name is Giovanna, and she’s Italian – from one of the other schools. She’s part of the flying competition as well so I’ll be competing against her after Christmas.


Harry had thought on whether to include anything about Giovanna in the letter, since he knew that his uncle got funny about all sorts of things involving foreigners, but in the end Harry decided that as he neither needed nor wanted his uncle’s approval in anything up to and including romance, he would just say it.


  I’ve ordered some things for Christmas for you all, and they should all come through the normal post in the next couple of days in Muggle-friendly packaging so you can even share them with Aunt Marge when she comes. Don’t worry, it’s just some food and sweets and they don’t do anything magical, so it’s nothing weird. But they are all really nice.



  Say hello to Dudley for me.



  Merry Christmas, 



  Harry


Harry read over his letter, corrected a couple of spelling errors, and then rolled up and sealed the parchment, making sure to include the copy of the article on his duelling wins. He’d left out Skeeter’s article although he had briefly considered sending the photograph from it with the letter.

It was a nice picture.

“I’ll be back in a bit,” Harry said to Blaise. “Just going to nip to the Owlery to send this, then I’ll come back and we can go over Vector’s questions for next lesson?”

“Yeah, alright,” said Blaise. “See you in a bit.”

Harry left the Slytherin Common room with his letter in hand and headed towards the Owlery. That late in the evening – after dinner but before the curfew – the grand staircase leading to the upper levels of the castle, and most of the corridors leading from it, had no one moving about them. Harry did pass a couple of ghosts as they floated about the castle doing whatever it was ghosts did, but the only student he saw until he reached the fifth floor was a third-year boy sneaking behind a tapestry near the Transfiguration department.

When Harry reached the fifth floor he saw Draco at the top of the stairs. Or, more correctly, Draco bumped into Harry and nearly knocked him down the stairs in his haste to get down from the fifth floor.

“Oi!” said Harry. “You nearly knocked me…” he trailed off.

Draco’s eyes were red and puffy, and his usually immaculate hair an absolute mess. As much as Harry didn’t want to get involved, they were dorm mates if not mates mates, so he felt like he should say something. A cursory check, at least.

“Er, are you alright, Draco?” Harry asked.

A flash of something went up across Draco’s face, but it was gone, replaced with a saccharine smile in the seconds Harry had taken to notice it.  

“Oh, yes, of course, Harry,” Draco said, with warmth that sounded genuine despite months of strange, distant behaviour towards all his friends. “I’m quite alright. I was… I was practising for the Pariturium. We can’t afford to rest too much, can we?”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” Harry said, thinking on Draco’s words. The other boy was clearly not alright, and the change in demeanour was odd even measured against the backdrop of Draco’s usual behaviour. “Well, I need to go post this letter home, but… are you sure you’re okay?” Harry asked.

“Oh, yes, Harry,” Draco said. “Never been better. Don’t be too long—curfew is soon. See you later.”

Harry didn’t have time to respond before Draco trotted merrily away down the grand staircase. Harry spent a few moments watching him go, thinking on the other boy’s strange tone and the unusual cadence of his words, but then shrugged and kept going towards the Owlery. Draco was a problem for someone, but that someone wasn’t and wouldn’t be Harry Potter.

Harry didn’t see anyone else on his way to the Owlery. He sent off his letter with Agrippa and then made quick work of the journey back to the dungeons so he couldn’t be caught outside after the curfew. Harry made it back to the Common Room with time to spare and settled back into his seat next to Blaise – although now Theodore was sat on the other side, too.

“I saw Draco on my way to Owlery, he was acting weird,” Harry said. He glanced around the Common Room to check if Draco was about, but he wasn’t. Pansy and Victoria were sat near one of the fires with Greg, but both Vince and Draco – the remaining members of their little gang – were nowhere to be seen.

“He’s always acting weird these days,” said Blaise. “Who cares? But look at this. Two boys have asked Daphne to the Ball since you’ve been gone, right? She said no to both of them,” he added in a low whisper. Blaise nodded towards where Tracey, Millicent, and Daphne were sat. Quite near to the three boys, but not immediately adjacent and with a little gap, the girls sat around one of the little tables in the section of the Common Room usually occupied by the lower years.

“I heard Montague was going to ask her,” Theodore said. “What do you think she’ll say to him?”

“No, obviously,” said Blaise. “He hasn’t got a chance. I mean, he’s not ugly if you like that sort of thing, but Daphne thinks he’s a twit.”

For good reason, Harry knew – Montague was an arse around girls.

“I think he’s about to ask her now, actually,” said Harry.

Montague got up from where he’d been sat with a few of the other Quidditch boys and crossed the invisible social line that separated the third years from the second years and swaggered over to where Daphne was sat with the girls.

Daphne paid him no attention, didn’t even glance towards him when he’d parked himself on the empty chair next to the three girls. Instead, she appeared to listen intently to whatever Millicent was saying to her.

“Hey, Daphne,” Montague said, loud enough that Harry was sure the entire room, including the fourth and fifth years in their part of the Common Room, could hear him. “You’ve had the boys ask you, but now it’s time for a man. Want to go to the Ball with me?”

“I don’t see any men around,” said Daphne, looking all around the Common Room, and then directly at Montague while she said it. “But it’s like I said to Charles and Oliver just now: I’m sure there’s a girl at school who would like to go with you, but you just aren’t what I’m looking for in a partner, so it has to be no. I would say it’s nothing personal—it wasn’t with Charles and Olly, they’re both lovely—but with you, it is.”

Daphne looked away from him and went back to braiding the little rope bracelets the girls had been obsessed with lately.

“Millie, would you pass me another blue cord, please?” Daphne said, completely ignoring Montague.

“Savage,” Blaise said, grinning. “Absolutely savage.”

“What, it’s a no, just like that?” said Montague, still sat next to the three girls. “You can’t just say no. Why not?”

“Because I don’t like you, Montague,” Daphne said after making him wait a few moments. “You flicked wads of parchment at me all last year during guided study. It wasn’t cute, it was just annoying. And I wasn’t joking when I said you’re not what I’m looking for in a partner to the Ball.”

“Yeah, but I was only—” Montague said, but Millicent interrupted him.

“She’s not interested,” said Millicent. “So just stop bothering us.”

“It’s not like I’m here for you, is it, Bulstrode?” Montague said. “So mind your own business.”

“Insulting Millie isn’t going to make me want to go with you, Montague,” Daphne said. “Just go away.”

Montague grunted and slinked away from the three girls, and he headed for the dormitories rather than his friends across the room. Too embarrassed, Harry supposed, after the rather public rejection. The fear of that was why Harry had asked Giovanna in the relative privacy they’d had getting back from Hogsmeade after lunch – at least if she’d said no the whole of Slytherin House wouldn’t have seen it happen.

“Who are you waiting for to ask you to the Ball, Daph?” asked Millicent once Montague had gone. “You’ve had six boys ask you already this week and you’ve said no to all of them. I thought you were really into the Ball malarkey.”

“Seven boys,” corrected Daphne. “And I do want to go to the Ball,” she continued, “but I’m waiting for the right person to ask me.” She looked expectantly at Millicent.

“Alright, seven boys,” said Millicent. “I was asking which one you did want to ask you.”

“Well, it’s like I said, I’m waiting for the right person who has the particular qualities that none of those boys who asked me out have,” said Daphne. “That person,” she said, looking directly at Millicent, “is who I want to ask me to the Ball.”

“If you don’t want to say you could have just said that,” said Millicent. “Don’t know why it has to be a big secret, mind.”

“Oh, for the love of…” said Tracey. “Daphne, get over yourself and just ask Millicent to the stupid Ball! Millie, she’s been dropping hints since November! I wasn’t going to say anything to either of you since it’s none of my business but it’s doing my head in! Honestly you’re being worse than the boys, since at least when they’re being stupid you know it’s because they’re boys!”

Tracey sighed dramatically, got up from the girls’ table, and sat herself down in the empty seat at Harry, Blaise, and Theodore’s table.

“Daph’s been being a right girl about this for weeks,” Tracey said once she’d sat down. She paused. “Oh, I can say that because I am a girl. But I’m not wrong, am I?”

“Shush!” said Blaise. “Millie’s about to say something.”

Harry did feel rather awkward watching and listening to what should have been a nice moment between the two girls, but all the same he couldn’t look away. At least they weren’t being so loud the entire Common Room could hear, like with Montague.

“Was she right? You’ve been hinting since November?” asked Millicent. “I thought you were after that Durmstrang bloke…”

“Well… I did want you to ask me,” Daphne said, “but I wasn’t even sure that you… And I just didn’t want to look silly…” She sighed. “Millicent, will you go to the Yule Ball with me?”

“Er, yeah, obviously,” said Millicent. “But I didn’t even realise you… I suppose I just always thought…”

“Good!” declared Tracey. “At least they’ve got that sorted. Honestly, it’s been driving me mad for ages.”

“I think everyone saw it except them,” said Blaise.

“I’ve got to be honest,” Harry said, “I had no idea. I thought Daph was after that Durmstrang bloke as well.”

“Anatoly?” said Tracey. “No, she thought he was a berk. And he’s a boy, anyway.”

“I was thinking of that Hans, but…” Harry shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now though, does it?”

“At least we’ve all got dates now,” said Theodore. “Nothing to worry about now until the Ball!”

Blaise turned towards Theodore.

“Who’re you going with, then? You never said.”

Theodore went bright red.

“I bet it’s Emily,” said Tracey. “Oh, no, it’s not Emily, she’s going with Ranvir…” She tapped the table. “I know one of the first years fancies you—is it her? Flora Carrow! It’s her, isn’t it?”

“You’ll have to wait and see,” Theodore mumbled.

“Leave him alone,” said Harry. “He doesn’t have to say if he doesn’t want to.”

“Thanks, Harry,” said Theodore. “Anyone have an answer for Vector’s last set of problems? I was thinking…”

Topic successfully changed, Harry, Blaise, and Tracey went over the Arithmancy homework with Theodore. Eventually Millicent and Daphne joined them, and they all chatted and played games until it was time for bed.
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The week before Christmas Snape dragged himself down to the Slytherin Common Room and gave a terse little speech about expected behaviours during the Yule Ball one evening, and then ducked out of the Common Room after leaving behind his apprentice, Shafiq, to give a brief dance lesson.

As uncomfortable as it was learning the steps to the wizarding dances, Harry was glad Snape had insisted they go over them – all his prior dance experience had been muggle, after all. And none of that had been in any way formal. At least it was Shafiq leading the lessons rather than Snape himself.

But after that, it was a free run to Christmas Day and the Yule Ball itself.

Harry awoke to a rather different experience on the twenty-fifth than he’d had the previous year. Because of the Yule Ball none of Harry’s dorm mates had gone home for Christmas, so Christmas Morning in the dormitory was rather chaotic.

A loud keening filled the air as Blaise’s special alarm sounded over and over again until everyone in the room was awake.

“It’s Christmas, you lazy arse!” shouted Blaise as he threw a ball of wrapping paper at the just-woken-up Harry through the curtains on his bed. “Get up!”

Harry reached for his glasses and sat up in his bed.

“I am up! As if I could sleep through all the noise.”

Fortunately, Blaise’s alarm would fall silent once the last sleeper in the room woke up. Unfortunately for everyone, Harry saw that the last once asleep was Vince, who could sleep through a hippogriff rampage if left alone.

Blaise’s alarm wailed on and on as Vince slept through the din. Eventually Blaise got out of his bed and threw open Vince’s curtains, then shook him awake.

“It’s Christmas! How can you sleep through Christmas?” Blaise said before jumping back onto his own bed. When he noticed that Vince still wasn’t up and about, he shouted again. “Oi! Don’t go back to sleep!”

“Merry Christmas, guys,” Harry said to the room. “Bit different from last year, anyway.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Vince, still clearly half-asleep. “You stayed last year didn’t you? ‘Cause of that Black nutter… And then they found him here in the summer anyway, so you could have gone home.”

“Er, yeah,” Harry said. “Brilliant Christmas banter, Vince. Thanks for that.”

Of course, Sirius hadn’t been any danger to Harry or his family, but no one had known that then except for Sirius. And in the end, the danger had come from within the school itself, from a teacher. Harry hadn’t had a bad Christmas, anyway. And at least he’d received his Invisibility Cloak in secret.

“Shall we open presents, then?” suggested Blaise. “The elves put them at the foot of our beds, which is nice. And it’s no fun doing it on your own, so…”

Harry wasn’t sure what was waiting for him at the foot of the bed but joined his dorm mates anyway to open them. A small pile of neatly-wrapped presents, some using Muggle paper, and some magical, sat there, expertly stacked. Unlike the previous year when he’d received his Cloak, there was nothing that looked especially unusual. Harry hoped he wasn’t about to receive a rare and powerful magical artefact better kept secret, anyway, since the room was full and he doubted he’d be able to keep anything from Blaise’s prying eyes.

Harry and Blaise started to open presents while Theodore followed along at his usual, rather more sedate, pace. Vince was sluggish getting out of bed and seemed not to care much about his presents anyway, as he was instead looking for his cat where it slept beneath his four-poster.

Draco appeared hesitant to do anything at all, which Harry thought strange, as he’d assumed Draco would simply love to expound the virtues of his no-doubt ludicrously expensive gifts from home. But instead he simply stared at his pile of presents, his expression difficult to read.

No point wasting Christmas morning on Draco, Harry thought. There were presents to open, and from quite the variety of sources this year.

Harry sorted his presents so that he could open them in the order which seemed like it would be the most exciting. He had the expected set of gifts from his more distant friends and classmates, which would probably be little tokens and nothing extravagant, so he would open those between the more interesting gifts. He saw one gift from Ernie which looked like a book although could have been something else, he supposed, along with another marked ‘from Algernon, Mairi, and Ernest’, which he put to one side to open first. Another from Tracey, and then a gift from Blaise.

Petunia and Vernon had sent along a mid-sized box wrapped in muggle paper a few days beforehand with Agrippa, with a note marked ‘DO NOT OPEN UNTIL CHRISTMAS DAY’ stuck to it. The box had disappeared once Harry had taken it back to the dorm but had reappeared with the rest of his gifts on Christmas Morning. Some sort of elf organisation, Harry assumed, so that the presents were all opened on Christmas Morning itself.

“Oh, that’s very nice,” said Blaise as he looked at his most recently unwrapped gift. “Nice one, Mum.”

Harry glanced over to have a little look.

“That is nice,” Harry said. “Professional grade, I assume?” Harry hardly needed to ask the question, because of course Blaise would only buy the absolute best of anything. But there were technically other options that were considered expensive and prestigious enough for Blaise and his mother’s tastes so Harry didn’t feel stupid for asking the question.

“Obviously,” said Blaise. “It’s the wand holster used by all the top-flight duellists. I know we don’t technically need it for our level but it’s good to get started with it, right? And it’s a nice piece of kit…”

“That’s the one with the cushioning and the anti-summoning charms on it, isn’t it?” asked Harry. “I had a look at it but didn’t get it in it the end, felt like I wouldn’t need it yet. Maybe I’ll grab one for my birthday.”

Maybe he even would get it. Probably not just for sport duelling, though – it was good enough that Harry might have actual practical uses for it outside the arena, given the looming threat of Voldemort.

“Yeah. I mean, they only work while it’s in the holster but it’s still a good set of charms to have on it, isn’t it?” said Blaise. He shrugged. By then he’d moved on to his next present – some sort of shimmering robe that looked like it could have been made from acromantula silk.

Harry opened some of his own gifts then, mostly the little ones from his friends and classmates that included the general sorts of things. Things like a quill and ink set from Millicent, and a specialty parchment set from Daphne, along with the standard array of sweets and chocolates from more distance friends. When he was dine with those, Harry opened the gift from his aunt and uncle.

Inside was a little note that Harry read and tucked away back in the box. Harry had only actually asked for one gift from his aunt and uncle that year: a new pair of trainers since he didn’t like to duel in wizards’ shoes. Petunia had included a very nice pair of trainers in the box but had also bought some new t-shirts and jeans and put them in, too.

Harry wasn’t about to turn down new t-shirts although he didn’t think he’d be getting much opportunity to wear them while at school. The trainers, though, were a Godsend.

“Muggle shoes?” asked Blaise. “Don’t you have that really good pair of dragonhides? What do you need muggle shoes for?”

Harry shrugged.

“I don’t like duelling in my boots. Trainers feel better.”

“You must be mad,” said Blaise. He paused. “Well, I know you’re mad, but I didn’t think you were that bad.”

Harry rolled his eyes and then changed the subject.

“You okay, Theodore? You’ve not said anything in a while,” Harry asked, glancing towards where Theodore sat with a massive, ancient-looking, book.

After a few moments Theodore nodded.

“Yeah, yeah, really good, thanks,” he said, looking up from the book. “My father got me… you remember that book I said about? The banned one? Well, he didn’t get me that, but he got me this book that’s nearly the same thing but without the banned bits and I reckon I could use it to figure out what the banned bits were as well! There’s a book in the library, see, that says about it and I think I can figure it out using this!” Theodore sounded genuinely pleased and more enthusiastic than he did about essentially anything else, so Harry supposed the gift was a good one even if it wasn’t quite what Harry would have wanted to receive.

A book with the banned bits taken out didn’t sound especially interesting. The banned book, maybe, although if Theodore’s academic spelunking went well he could just ask for the summary version.

“Er, that’s great,” Harry said. “Good book, then?”

“Very,” said Theodore, who had already gone back to reading the book and whose remaining presents sat unopened.

Vince had extracted his sleepy cat from beneath the bed by that point and was sat opening his own presents, a very grumpy cat sat next to him. He opened a massive box of sweets, cakes, and other assorted desserts and shared them with Harry and Blaise, although neither Draco nor Theodore seemed interested.

Harry tackled the little box from the Macmillans next, wrapped in its paper marked with the Macmillan crest.

A little note fell out.


  To Harry,



  This is a gift from all our family to you. Ernest told us about your selection for the flying and we just couldn’t help ourselves! We hope you win wearing them!



  Yours,



  Algernon, Mairi, and Ernest


Harry opened the box to find a nice pair of flight gloves, charmed with all the racing-legal comfort charms.

“Nice,” Harry said. He would have to remember to send a note back in thanks for that.

Harry got through the rest of his presents quite quickly after that. He received a book on unusual duelling skills from Ernie himself, then opened his gift from Tracey.

Harry laughed when he saw the cover.

“We got each other the same book!” he said, smiling. He had in his hands an exact replica of the book he’d bought Tracey – Doubles Duelling Strategies for Novices. Well, at least he knew Tracey thought it was a decent enough gift.

Harry opened the rest of his gifts, saving the one marked ‘Padfoot’ for last. Harry’s godfather had wrapped the present in festive, but not especially Christmassy­, wrapping paper festooned in palm trees and coconut shells. A hint, perhaps, at where he was – or at least where he had been, given that he’d said he’d be back in Britain soon.

Under the paper was a simple wooden box. Harry pulled out the box and saw it was marked with fancy Japanese characters, along with the Latin alphabet version of the name underneath it – Hayami. Curious, Harry opened the box to find a pair of flight goggles from Hayami’s professional range.

A little booklet nestled underneath the goggles that gave a rundown of the many and varied charms and spells on the goggles, stressing of course that each and every one was competition legal. Sirius had included a little note as well, tucked beneath the one from Hayami.


  Harry,



  Merry Christmas!


I don’t know if you’ve got a pair of goggles already, but I thought you’d appreciate these. They’re really good especially for hazard racing. They’re the best flight goggles available on the market. Technically, they’re not on the market yet—these are a product sample meant for the big shops, so they can flog them. I know, I know—I’m the best godfather ever. No need to shower me with praise, although if you wanted to, I’d suffer through it.

You’re going to smash the competition, I’m sure. And yeah, I know that Viktor Krum is competing as well. But you should have seen your dad fly back in the day—he could have played Quidditch for England! And I’m positive you’ll be even better—I gave you your first and second broom, after all.


  Your parents would be proud, Harry. 



  Keep on winning.



  Padfoot


Harry ignored the lump in his throat after reading Sirius’s letter and folded it up so that he could look over it again later. Harry took off his glasses and tried on his new goggles. Immediately, he knew they were worth whatever money Sirius had paid for them. The lenses adapted to match his vision, which meant he could dispense with his glasses during flying. The adaptive straps fit perfectly, neither too tight nor too loose, and Harry could barely tell he had anything on.

“Who got you those?” asked Blaise, leaning over to look at the box. “Hayami? Must have cost a nifty knut.”

“Friend of my dad’s,” Harry said. “They’re not even on sale yet, apparently. But they feel really good and look at the booklet—they’ve got all the proper charms on them. Lifetime guarantee, as well.”

Blaise glanced over at Draco.

“Hear that, Draco? Harry’s gone and got himself a pair of Hayami flight goggles. Did your dad manage to snag you a Firebolt, or are they still all on backorder?”

“That’s nice,” said Draco – the first thing he’d said all morning. It wasn’t like Draco to ignore any kind of jibe, but he seemed completely disinterested in engaging with Blaise that morning. He’d been less present in the room than Theodore, even, who was totally lost in his book. Harry thought perhaps he was more interested in his presents, so sneaked a little look – and he wanted to scope out whether Draco had managed to get a Firebolt, just in case.

Draco hadn’t opened any of the gifts sat at the bottom of his bed. Instead, he sat there on the floor with the other boys staring at a letter he held in his hand.

“You haven’t opened any of your presents,” said Blaise. “Why not?”

Draco shrugged.

“They don’t matter. I know what’s in them, anyway,” Draco said. “I’ll open them later.” He folded the letter and slid it into his robe pocket. “We should get going for breakfast—Shafiq told me the whole House eats together on Christmas morning.”

“I made sure we all got up early enough that—” Blaise said, but Draco got up and walked out of the room before he finished. “What’s crawled up his arse?”

“Maybe it was something he read in that letter. Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but he’s been avoiding his dad whenever he’s been here for Tournament stuff,” Harry said. He shrugged. “Who knows? But he wasn’t wrong about breakfast—I didn’t know if we’d be doing it this year because everyone stayed for Christmas but it is tradition apparently, and it’s nearly time for breakfast.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Blaise. “But I still don’t see why he had to be rude about it.”

“It’s Draco,” said Harry. “He’s always rude.”

The four boys got ready for breakfast after that, although Harry did have to gently remind Theodore to get a move on. He took the big book with him to breakfast, but Harry supposed that was fine. It was Christmas, after all. They joined the rest of Slytherin House, all two hundred or so of them, and went to breakfast in a great mass.

The rest of Christmas Day unfolded for Harry much as it had the previous year, although it was much busier and he had his friends with him too. The day stretched on until it was nearly time for the Yule Ball and all the girls – and half of the boys – disappeared to get ready for what was sure to be the most talked about social event at Hogwarts for years.

*

Harry stood in front of a mirror in his dorm’s bathroom fiddling with his hair. He couldn’t get it to sit just right and was close to giving up altogether.

“Does my hair look alright?” he asked, glancing towards Blaise. The handsome boy was doing the final touch-ups to his own dense, springy hair – hair that was still more manageable than Harry’s, and styled much better.

“No,” Blaise said without looking over. “It’s never alright. But you’ll be fine—no one cares about your hair. Just make sure your do your robe up properly and wear your nice shoes and that’s all anyone will see.”

“Right,” Harry said. “Er, do you think I should wear my nice belt with my robe? The robe feels a bit… flowy.”

“You don’t own any nice belts,” Blaise said. He stopped what he was doing to look over at Harry. “Your robe is fine. It’s actually really fashionable. No need for belts, either—it’s fitted ‘round the middle. Just wear your nice boots and use some of my eau de Cologne, and you’ll be fine.”

“Well, okay,” Harry said, looking himself over in the mirror again. He wasn’t quite so confident in his attire as Blaise, but the robe had been picked out by Mairi and she did seem to know what she was on about. Harry sighed. “Oh, go on then—pass me some, I’ll just use a bit.”

Harry did have some of his own, but it was muggle, and the wizarding stuff just smelled better. Less artificial, more fragrant, and lasted longer. He put a little behind his eyes and around his neck and then stepped back to look over himself yet another time.

“Ready to go?” Harry asked Blaise. It was only the two of them in the bathroom – Vince had thrown on his robe and left the dormitory almost immediately and Theodore hadn’t stuck around for that much longer either. Draco had been elsewhere all day and still hadn’t got back, although nobody knew where he was – including Pansy, his date for the evening.

“Yeah,” Blaise said. “Let’s go.”

Harry and Blaise left their dormitory bathroom and joined the other second years – those who were ready, anyway – in the Common Room.

Daphne and Tracey were nowhere to be seen, but Theodore and Millicent were sat in a little cluster of chairs with space enough for Harry and Blaise to join them. Theodore sat there picking awkwardly at the cuffs of his dress robes, while Millicent lounged in her chair, seemingly unconcerned with the upcoming Ball. She’d worn a much more feminine dress robe than Harry had first assumed, although it wasn’t quite as dressy as some of the other girls’. Still, it was a massive step up from Millicent’s usual robes, and the overall look was quite striking, in Harry’s opinion.

Not that he planned on saying that, since Harry doubted Millicent cared about his opinion and it felt much too awkward to just put that out there. So he said nothing.

“I don’t reckon Daph will be ready for another hour,” said Millicent. “She’s had her hair in that Sleekeazy stuff for ages,” she said with a pointed look at Harry.

“She can’t take another hour,” Theodore pointed out. “Dinner starts in fifteen minutes and I doubt she’d be late to the Ball.”

“You haven’t seen how stressed she’s been today,” said Millicent. “Why do you think I left the dorm? It’s mad in there.”

“She won’t be late,” said Blaise.

True enough, Daphne and Tracey appeared from the dormitories a few minutes later. Daphne did look stunning, Harry thought – her robes looked like some sort of expensive muggle dress, but with little bits and accoutrements that clearly had to be held up with magic. Next to her it was clear enough that Tracey had spent more than a little while getting ready too – her hair done up into an elegant set of buns, and in a set of dress robes that accentuated her – rather ample – feminine features so well Harry felt like he shouldn’t be looking.

“Believe it or not,” Daphne said once she and Tracey reached the rest of the group, “it was Tracey who made us late, not me. Just so we all know, I was ready ten minutes ago.”

Tracey went pink around the ears.

“I couldn’t get the charm on my hair right,” she said. “But I did it in the end.”

“Well, shall we get going to dinner? Some of us have to meet our dates still,” said Blaise, glancing towards Harry.

“Er, hang on a minute,” said Theodore. He shot up from his seat and walked across the Common Room and returned with Florence Nettlestalk, who smiled weakly at the group and offered a little wave. “Florence is my—erm—we’re going to the Ball together,” Theodore managed to say eventually.

“Right, well, anyone else need to pick someone up from the Common Room?” Blaise said. “Because I don’t want to be late.”

Nobody did, as Theodore had collected Florence and Millicent and Daphne were going together, so their little group left the gradually emptying Common Room and headed for the Entrance Hall so that Harry, Blaise, and Tracey could meet their dates for the evening.

“Who’d you ask, anyway?” Harry asked Blaise as they were walking along. “You never said.”

Blaise paused.

“Eglantine Harrow,” he said. “You know, from Hufflepuff.”

“You’re going with Eggy Harrow?” Harry asked, incredulous.

“Alright, so I know she’s a bit—” Blaise made vague motion with his hands. “But she’s really fit and actually quite funny when you get to know her.”

“I’m sure she is,” Harry murmured. Eggy Harrow was fit, but she was what Harry’s aunt would politely refer to as ‘high-strung’ and ‘a little bit much’. Harry only knew her by reputation, and from the few times they’d been around each other about the school, and from things his Hufflepuff friends had said. “How’d you know her, though? She’s not in any of our classes and she doesn’t do Duelling Club either.”

“I know her from outside school,” Blaise said. He shrugged. “Tracey’s going with Hopkins. Why don’t you bother her about her choices?”

“But Wayne is lovely,” said Tracey. “And he asked me to the Ball in Welsh! So I had to say yes!” She paused. “Well, Wayne speaks Welsh as well so it wasn’t that impressive but speaking her language is one of the ways into a girl’s heart, you know.”

Harry wished he’d known that earlier, since he would have learned some nice phrases in Italian but filed away the information for later anyway.

The group made it to the Entrance Hall where it seemed most of the school, along with the delegations from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang, were milling about waiting for the Ball to start. Little groups had formed throughout the Hall where people were meeting and had met their dates from other schools and Houses, and despite the large size of the Entrance Hall, it was nearly packed to bursting with the full complement of Hogwarts students in addition to the delegations from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang.

It appeared to Harry as if the Tournament’s stated aim of fostering international bonds and encouraging co-operation had worked, at least when it came to school students and their dates to the Yule Ball. Harry saw that quite a few of the Hogwarts students had asked Beauxbatons or Durmstrang students to the Ball, and he could even identify several couples made up of students from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang.

Blaise left the group when he saw Eggy stood across the room with several of her friends, offering only a muttered ‘be back in a bit’ as he did so, and Tracey split off to join Wayne too. Theodore and Florence, along with Millicent and Daphne, stayed near Harry as he scanned the Entrance Hall looking for Giovanna.

Harry found her near the great hourglasses which represented the four Houses’ house point totals, stood with several more of Durmstrang’s competitors in the flying events—including Viktor Krum.

“I’ve found Giovanna,” Harry said. “I’m just going to go—I might be back, I’m not sure what Giovanna wants to do, but…”

“Just go find her,” said Millicent.

“It’s not eight yet, so we won’t be going anywhere,” Daphne added.

Harry nodded and crossed the room to meet his date for the Ball. He felt a bit nervous, but they’d had lunch together a few times, once even as a proper date, so he didn’t think it would be too awkward just because it was Christmas Day and a Ball. Giovanna was stood near a cluster of fairy-lights – literal, live fairies acting as lights – whose wings Harry assumed were the cause of the buzzing sounds he’d been hearing throughout the Entrance Hall.

As Harry approached the group he realised they were all speaking German. He waited until there seemed to be a decent enough lull in their conversation to slip into the group, and then did so, touching Giovanna lightly on the arm.

“Merry Christmas! You look beautiful,” Harry said, remembering that Blaise, Tracey, and Daphne had all told him to compliment Giovanna as soon as he saw her. It wasn’t a lie, either –  she had on some sort of floaty dress-like robe where the hem floated several inches above the ground by some sort of enchantment, and her dark, shiny hair waved gently to an enchanted wind.

“Thank you,” Giovanna said. “And Merry Christmas to you, too. Please, let me introduce you to my friends. Natasha, you have met already, and Anatoly, but I do not think you have met Viktor or Janus. Viktor, Janus, this is Harry.”

“Hello,” Harry said, smiling. “Merry Christmas, good to meet you all.”

Giovanna’s friends offered Harry a chorus of polite greetings.

“Harry Potter—the Boy-Who-Lived,” said one of them. Janus, Harry thought. “Are the things they say of you true?”

To have answered that Harry would have first had to have known what the things ‘they’ said about him were, and as a general rule he tried to ignore rumours and gossip about himself – unless it ended up in the papers. Harry opened his mouth with a little retort ready, but Viktor got there first.

Viktor nudged Janus and said something in an undertone in German, to which Janus simply shrugged and turned away.

“He is being rude,” said Viktor. “He should know better. I am told you vill be flying against me—us—after Christmas. I look forward to it very much. You have a Firebolt, yes? It is a good broom. You vill be very good competition.”

Harry opened his mouth to speak but Viktor cut him off.

“Ah, I am sorry—I started a conversation I could not finish! I see my partner for this evening and I must go to her. Again, I am sorry. It vas nice to meet you, Harry Potter.”

Viktor offered a smile and then left the group, heading towards the Entrance Hall staircase to meet his date. Harry couldn’t help looking – it was, after all, not every day that an international Quidditch star picked a Hogwarts schoolgirl for a date, and he wanted to see who it was.

Viktor met a stunning witch in pale blue dress robes – periwinkle, Harry thought was what Daphne would have called the colour – that looked almost like a muggle ball gown and an intricate, elegant hairstyle at the bottom of the Entrance Hall staircase. Harry didn’t recognise her on first glance, but on a second look he realised Viktor Krum had taken Hermione Granger to the Yule Ball. A Hermione Granger who had admittedly gone to extreme efforts in getting ready, but Hermione Granger all the same.

That was a pairing Harry could honestly say he’d never in a million years have expected to happen – and not just because Granger ordinarily went about with hair on par with Harry’s own mess.

“Viktor has been so happy about his date for tonight,” Giovanna said quietly. “He met her in the Hogwarts Library, you know. She does not fly, but she is a duellist, I think.”

“Er, yeah, she is,” Harry said, still a bit too surprised at the matchup to offer anything better. “She’s in Duelling Club with me, and we have some classes together. Honestly, I wouldn’t have put them together.” He shrugged. “But they’ve got something in common, I suppose.”

“I think she does not care that Viktor is a Quidditch superstar, only that he is a talented wizard. And Viktor likes this. Or so Viktor has said,” replied Giovanna.

Anatoly said something in German, to which Natasha and Janus sniggered. Giovanna just frowned, so Harry assumed the comment was unkind in some way.

“We should go and join your friends,” said Giovanna quietly to Harry. “I do not think you would enjoy the company of Janus and Anatoly this evening.” She turned to the other three Durmstrang students and said her goodbyes – in German, so Harry didn’t know quite what she’d said. Natasha frowned as Giovanna left, but Giovanna simply linked her arm with Harry’s and headed to where Harry had left his friends.

*

When Harry and Giovanna returned to where Harry’s friends were waiting Harry saw that Tracey hadn’t come back – Harry spotted her amidst a cluster of Hufflepuffs and assumed that’s where she was intending to stay – but Blaise had brought Eggy Harrow back to join their little group.

“Alright?” said Harry once they’d got back. “Erm, Giovanna—you’ve met Daphne and Millie at the Cultural Fayre, and Blaise at the Feast, but I don’t think you’ve met Theodore before. Oh, and this is Florence and Egg—Eglantine.”

“I am very pleased to meet you all,” Giovanna said. “Your hair is very bold,” she said to Eggy, whose shiny blonde hair was done up into a towering beehive and decked out with glistening bits of jewellery.

Eggy tittered and hid her mouth behind her hand.

“Thank you so very much!” she said. “People tell me, ‘Eglantine, you have such a unique style!’ and it’s just so nice to hear! And you know, darling, it’s just the best way to be! Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise!”

Harry didn’t know quite what to say to that, so wisely kept quiet. It looked as if everyone else had felt the same way, however, as a little silence fell over the group in the wake of Eggy’s statement. Fortunately, the doors to the Great Hall opened to signal the start of the Christmas Feast, and so Eggy’s hair was forgotten.

“Right, well, let’s get going then, shall we?” said Blaise. He guided Eggy gently into the Great Hall, joining the mass of students making their way into the transformed Great Hall. Harry and the others followed after him.

“It looks so different!” said Giovanna once they’d got in. Instead of the usual House tables and the teachers’ table on its dais, an array of much smaller, circular tables had been scattered throughout the Hall. Everlasting ice sculptures depicting the three schools and various other Christmassy themes stood at the centre of most of the tables, along with pretty little floral arrangements.

The normal Christmas decorations had been scaled back somewhat and replaced with much more refined versions, and Harry thought the overall effect was very nice indeed. And although he’d never attended a formal ball before – and school discos in the sports hall were so far removed as to be a completely different thing in his mind – he was impressed.

“There are tables for four, six, or eight,” said Blaise as he scouted the room for a table. “How d’you lot want to do it? All together?”

“That would be nice,” said Daphne. “There’s a spare eight-seat table over here, with the winged boar statue on it.”

“Ooh, that’s just marvellous!” declared Eggy, who set off immediately towards it. The rest of the group followed after her.

Daphne held off finding a seat until Eggy and Blaise were both seated, and then chose the spot furthest away from Eggy.

“Harry, you and Giovanna can sit here,” said Daphne, indicating the pair of seats between Eggy and Blaise. Harry let Giovanna take the seat next to Daphne and sat himself down next to Blaise. Unfortunately for Florence, that meant she had to take the seat closest to Eggy.

“It’s so much more intimate than the usual tables, wouldn’t you say?” Eggy said. “And it’s so nice to mix outside of our Houses sometimes, isn’t it?” She paused, and then giggled. “Oh, but all of you are in Slytherin anyway!”

Harry already wished he’d taken a four-seater table with Theodore and Florence. Perhaps Eggy would be funnier and more pleasant to be around after he got to know her, but Harry had the feeling that wasn’t how it would go.

“Giovanna is from Durmstrang, so we’re not all Slytherins,” Harry decided to say, as that was a nice, neutral comment. “Although, actually, I don’t know how it works there—do you have Houses or something like that?” he said to Giovanna.

“Something like that,” Giovanna said after a little pause. “Not so… serious as Hogwarts Houses, I do not think. In my, ah, cohort? Yes, cohort, there are two groups or, ah, ‘Houses’ but it depends how many people there are in the cohort. Some have three or four.”

“At Hogwarts the Houses are meant to be based on personality traits and core values,” said Florence. “Is it the same at Durmstrang?”

“Oh, no, not at all,” Giovanna said. “Our groups are more administrative, I think. And for a little bit of competition inside the school, yes? But they are not, ah, meant to be representative of anything more than this.”

“Sometimes I think that would be nice at Hogwarts,” Florence continued. “It feels like a lot of the time, people see you as ‘a Slytherin’ and not as just who you are without all that,” she said. “It can be a bit hard to make friends outside your House, sometimes.”

Harry saw what she was saying, although he had managed to make some friends outside of Slytherin. Perhaps only because he’d met Ernie on the train before the Sorting and Ernie had been friends with Millie already. For someone like Florence, who had struggled to make friends within Slytherin because of bullying from Pansy and who didn’t seem to have many friends from before school either, Harry supposed it would have been much harder.

He couldn’t discount the ‘Harry Potter factor’ either, although thinking on that was unpleasant and he tried not to generally. The thought that some of his friends may only have wanted to get to know him because of that, and not because they liked him as a person, wasn’t something Harry wanted to dwell on.

“I have friends in other Houses,” Daphne said. “I trade clips and accessories with Parvati in Gryffindor all the time! But it is a lot easier to have friends in your own House, so I do see what you mean, Florence.”

“We should order our food,” Blaise said, ignoring the discussion on Houses. “Look, some of the other tables are already eating!”

“Order our food?” Harry said, although once he looked down at the table he saw that little menus were sat at each space. The entries on the menus were mostly standard Christmas fare, although some of them were things Harry thought might have a more Continental twist. “Oh, never mind. I suppose we just… hold the menu and say the thing we want?”

“Yes,” said Giovanna. “This is how you should do it.”

Once everyone at the table had ordered their food for the evening, it appeared on their plates just at it usually did at dinnertimes, and everyone tucked into their meals. The food itself Harry found as just as good as any other feast at Hogwarts, but he did have to admit that Eggy was right about the added intimacy of the smaller tables being nice. As Petunia would say, the Ball had a ‘delightful ambience’.

“Are you looking forward to getting to compete after the New Year?” asked Daphne of Giovanna conversationally over dinner. “It must be very frustrating having to wait so long to get started!”

“Oh, very much!” said Giovanna. “I am not a good duellist – it is one of my worst classes at school – but I love to fly. So when I was selected to come to Hogwarts for the competition it was so exciting! Most of my friends are still at Durmstrang, and they are all very jealous that I got to come here because only competitors were allowed to travel. But it is a little disappointing that I have not been able to compete yet. I cannot wait to get in the air and fly against my competition,” she said, with a glance towards Harry.

“I want to start flying too,” Harry said. “I know I’ve done the duelling already and I love that, but there’s just something about flying…” He looked at Giovanna. “The competition will be brutal but that’s part of it, isn’t it? It’ll be the most challenging flying done at Hogwarts in generations, won’t it? So it’s really good to be part of it.”

“Ooh, you two are just so cute together!” declared Eggy. “So delightfully sporty and athletic! Oh, what a pair you make!”

Harry blushed. Those were some of the things he liked about Giovanna, but it felt a bit much for Eggy to just come out and say it at the dinner table. Felt like rather a lot of pressure.

Daphne ignored Eggy.

“Harry said that you’re a hazard racer, too! That must be very exciting,” Daphne said. “And so dangerous, too! I could never do it—you must be so brave.”

“Maybe at first,” said Giovanna, “but after all the training and the practising you get used to it. I lost my arm after one session, even.” She smiled. “But we could grow it back, so that was not so bad.”

Daphne grimaced at that but replaced it with a smile fairly quickly.

“I am definitely never doing a hazard race,” she said.

“You don’t even like normal flying,” Millicent said. “I can’t imagine you in a hazard race.”

“I think I would be able to do it,” said Daphne, perhaps a bit defensively. She sniffed. “I just don’t want to.”

Eggy tittered behind her hand.

“Oh, yes—make that the two of us, darling!” she said.

Dinner passed by quite quickly, and without many awkward lulls in conversation – although as far as Harry could tell, that was mainly down to Daphne and Eggy being quite good conversationalists. When it came time for dessert, the menus updated themselves with the new offerings, and after the dessert course was over and done with, Dumbledore started the Ball proper.

The many tables – and their sculptures – disappeared to reveal the dancefloor beneath, although some did transform into smaller areas of seating around the periphery. The dais at the far end of the Great Hall reappeared, and the Weird Sisters emerged – to great applause – from the antechamber behind it. There was a little pause in the action as the band got ready, but nobody really seemed to mind, and soon enough the Triwizard Champions and their dates took to the floor to dance the inaugural dance.

All of them performed admirably, in Harry’s view, although he couldn’t say he envied them. Despite the dance lessons Snape’s apprentice had given the Slytherins earlier on, Harry didn’t rate his dance skills very highly at all, and a fully public outing with everyone’s eyes on him was not how he wanted to test them.

“Fleur is just too beautiful,” Daphne said quietly. “I don’t know why she chose Roger Davies as her date. But, oh, she moves so gracefully…”

“Oh, I know,” said Eggy. “It’s enough to make you feel like a fish out of water, isn’t it?”

Well, Harry didn’t disagree with that. All three of the Champions were handsome or beautiful in their own way, and even if Viktor was the least nimble on his feet they all moved through the steps of the dance with ease. Diggory and Chang, Delacour and Davies, and even Krum and Granger each made gorgeous pairs as they danced through the first dance, and when it had ended the Hall broke into a polite applause.

After that the dancefloor was a free-for-all as the Weird Sisters started their set, and students in their pairs and groups flooded the floor to dance.

Dancing had never been Harry’s forte. At school discos before Hogwarts he’d avoided doing anything like it, along with half the other students, but Eggy dragged the whole group, including Theodore and Florence, up onto the floor anyway. At a push Harry would have said it wasn’t the most awful social experience he’d ever had, as dancing to popular music with a girl he liked in a group without the eyes of an entire room on him was almost like having fun.

Almost.

Harry spent the next hour or so alternating between dancing and sitting at the side, chatting with Giovanna and introducing her to some of his other friends who hadn’t been at their dinner table. He did that until the Weird Sisters took a brief intermission and snack tables appeared at the edges of the Hall, and everyone started to browse over them.

*

After the Weird Sisters resumed their set Harry found himself back on the dancefloor dancing in a large group of his friends along with Giovanna. The Weird Sisters had played a selection of their most popular songs and had even covered a few from popular bands across Europe, so the floor was almost always filled with dancing students and more than a few teachers, too.

Dumbledore in particular seemed a highly sought-after dance partner, taking to the floor with McGonagall, Madame Helix and her towering beehive hairdo, Sinistra, Madame Maxime and even one of the Ministry wizards at different parts of the evening.

As one song faded into the next, Giovanna leaned in towards Harry and spoke softly.

“It is so hot in here! Shall we go get some air?”

Harry nodded and the pair ducked away from the dancefloor and left the castle through the Entrance Hall doors. Cold December air hit Harry full on as he stepped outside, but after the heat of the dance, the difference in temperate was welcome. The wide lawns outside the castle entrance had been transformed into sprawling rose gardens, complete with fancy topiary statues and fairies flitting about. Some of the plants seemed to be ambulatory and rearranged themselves into various different shapes and patterns of their own accord. A bit inconvenient, Harry thought, but pretty enough. Harry chose a rather more sedate-looking patch of roses to wander through with Giovanna.

A number of Hogwarts staff patrolled the gardens on the lookout for any overly familiar pairs of students—Snape amongst them.

“Stebbins!” Snape barked. “Fawcett! I daresay you are both far too close for decency! Get some distance between you or I’ll have you both scrubbing cauldrons until next Christmas!”

“Let’s go, er, deeper in,” suggested Harry. “Snape can be a bit of a…” He shrugged. Although there were teachers and other members of staff crawling all over the rose gardens, Harry felt like he’d rather get a telling off from almost anyone other than Snape lurking about like a giant bat. It was Christmas Night, for God’s sake, and the man was still storming about like a thundercloud.

They strolled through the rose gardens until Giovanna ducked into a shaded alcove with a little stone bench at the end of it, a dozen or so fairies sat amidst the bushes. Giovanna sat down on the bench and Harry sat next to her, leaving what he thought was a respectful bit of distance between them.

Harry and Giovanna sat amongst the roses chatting about nothing in particular and everything under the sun all at once, and not even the cold December air was enough to chill the mood. Although Harry did think the rose gardens were rather warmer than they had any right to be and suspected some sort of charm was at play.

But after a while Giovanna shivered and leaned slightly closer to Harry.

“It is quite cold,” she said, looking over at Harry.

Harry almost opened his mouth to say something stupid like, ‘let’s go back inside’ until he realised that perhaps Giovanna was hinting at something else.

The problem was, flying through a hazard gauntlet or stepping into the duelling arena was a rather different proposition than leaning over to kiss a girl – for the first time – and Harry wasn’t sure how to go about it. As a starter Harry leaned in closer and thought about placing his arm around her but couldn’t figure out how to make it work without it being more awkward than it already was.

Harry’s heart thumped in his chest to the point that it was almost the only thing he could think about, so much so that he wondered whether Giovanna could hear it. He glanced over at Giovanna quickly just to check whether she was looking, and saw that her face was just slightly angled towards his, too…

And then they kissed.

It happened again, and again, and again, until Harry lost all sense of time or place. The pair of them kept kissing until a loud voice startled them both.

“Oi! Potter! Girl whose name I don’t know! Cut that out or I’ll have to assign detention or take House points or some sort of… something.”

Harry glanced over to see the grinning face of Auror Tonks stood at the entrance to their alcove.

“I sound like a fun killer saying it,” continued Tonks, “but scoot away from each other a bit. Maybe go take a walk ‘round the rose garden to cool off, or something, right?”

“Er, sorry, Auror Tonks,” Harry said. “We’ll, um, go for a walk.”

“Nice one,” said Tonks, changing her hair from black to bright pink. “Off I go, killing fun to extremes my mum could only dream of!” She raced off through the garden, leaving Harry and Giovanna alone once more.

“Auror Tonks?” Giovanna asked, eyes wide.

“She’s here on secondment,” Harry said. “She’s alright, actually.” He paused. “But we probably should go for a walk, just in case Snape comes around and catches us…”

Harry and Giovanna left their little alcove arm in arm and took another wander around the rose gardens. The shapes and patterns which made up the winding pathways had changed once again as the rose bushes rearranged themselves, so they passed by all kinds of different bits of topiary, including an impressive representation of the Durmstrang ship.

“That is the Beauxbatons Headmistress!” whispered Giovanna, looking just above a nearby hedge. “She is with that man, look.”

Harry turned to look and saw that although Maxime and her companion – Hagrid – were both sat down, their heads were above the fairly tall hedges anyway. They appeared to be deep in discussion.

“Hagrid,” said Harry, “he’s an assistant professor. Magizoology.”

“…which side was it for yeh?” Hagrid said. “Mine was me mum. She never stuck aroun’, o’ course. But giants never do, do they?”

“I am not quite sure what you mean, Meester ‘Agrid, but I do not like ze insinuation,” said Maxime eventually.

Hagrid snorted.

“Oh, come off it, Olympe,” he said. “Yer as tall as me—taller, maybe—and I ain’t seen anyone near as tall as us without some o’ the blood in ‘em.”

“I ‘ave big bones, zis is all,” Maxime said, her voice quiet.

“Yeah, and so do giants,” said Hagrid.

As interesting as the conversation between two half-giants was – and Harry was more or less certain that’s what both of them were, since it made perfect sense now that Hagrid had said it – it felt wrong to be lurking about listening to private conversations about such a sensitive matter, and he wouldn’t want to be caught doing so either.

“This feels really private,” Harry whispered. “Come on, we should move on…”

Giovanna nodded and they moved away from Hagrid and Madame Maxime. They passed by a number of other students on their walk through the garden, including Blaise and Eggy, along with Daphne and Millicent, although they didn’t stop to talk. As they passed along the far side of the gardens furthest away from the castle, Harry paused when he heard Snape in discussion with another wizard.

“You bring this to me here?” Snape hissed. “Here, in the midst of hordes of hormonal teenagers and Ministry officials? In the bloody rose garden on Christmas Day?”

“You have been avoiding me, Severus,” said the other wizard.

“It is Master Karkaroff!” said Giovanna. “I wonder what they are arguing about…”

“Then could you perhaps have thought that was because I did not want to speak with you?” said Snape.

“I don’t care what you want, Severus,” snapped Karkaroff. “Look,” he said. “Do you see? Yours must be doing the same—if the Mark is like this again, then surely it must be because—”

“Not here, you fool!” said Snape once more. “Perhaps you believe yourself unassailable, ensconced in your own dismal little frozen fiefdom, but I do not have your luxuries. If you absolutely must bother me with this, see me in private later. We’re done.”

Snape strode out of the alcove in which he’d been talking with Karkaroff and right past Harry and Giovanna, who scrambled to make it look as if they’d been stood there kissing rather than eavesdropping.

“Potter! Five points from Slytherin for lurking about in the shadows!” shouted Snape as he walked away. Harry thought that was unfair, as lurking about in the shadows while not explicitly being something Slytherins did was certainly in the general area of normal behaviour, but then Snape was known for being unfair and Harry had just overheard a very delicate conversation.

Moments later Karkaroff emerged from the gloom as well and snapped at Giovanna in German as he did so.

“That was not good,” said Giovanna once Karkaroff had gone. “He will have me swimming laps of the lake tomorrow, I am sure. That was not a good conversation to overhear…”

“Definitely not,” agreed Harry. “Er, so you know what they were on about, then?”

Harry knew what was said about Snape. In Slytherin, and being who Harry was, it was impossible to avoid the rumours. Some said that he was a Death Eater, a double-agent, or even a triple-agent depending on who was doing the telling. Which, if anything, was true, Harry couldn’t say. But he had done the reading on Karkaroff to know more of his history than Theodore had said about, too. The Mark could only have been Voldemort’s Dark Mark and given what Harry knew of Voldemort and his plans, the conversation was highly concerning for a whole host of different reasons.

None of which he could share with Giovanna, of course.

“Yes,” said Giovanna. “This is known at Durmstrang. He was … involved … with the Dark Lord who…” she trailed off looking up at Harry’s scar.

“Killed my parents and tried to kill me, yeah,” Harry said. “They were on about Voldemort’s Mark.”

“Yes,” Giovanna said. “I do not know much about this, I should say – it was a long time ago, and so far away for me, that it is not something I have thought much about. But Master Karkaroff sounded very concerned… afraid perhaps that his Lord is returning? Do you think this is possible? Did you not… ah…”

Harry was unsure what to say. He hadn’t told many people that Voldemort was still alive – or at least, wasn’t dead – and he didn’t think in the rose garden at Christmas was the right time to widen that circle. But he didn’t want to say an outright lie, since he thought it was better Giovanna be at least a little prepared.

“Nobody really knows what happened that night,” Harry decided to say in the end. “And who knows what Dark Lords are capable of? So maybe he could be coming back.”

“There would be many in Europe who would rejoice at this, I am sad to say,” Giovanna said. “I hope this does not happen.”

“Really?” asked Harry as they walked back towards the castle. “Why?”

Giovanna shrugged.

“It may surprise you to hear that much of the rest of Europe outside Britain—and Ireland—is less tolerant and open to muggles and the muggleborn than they are here. Britain is not so accepting of these things as France, perhaps, but…” Giovanna shrugged again. “There are worse places for those of mixed blood to live, Harry.”

Harry hadn’t really thought about what it was like in other parts of Europe for muggleborns and part-humans like Hagrid or Delacour. He’d just assumed it couldn’t be that bad since nobody ever talked about the German or Spanish equivalents to the Blood War.

“What, like, there’ve been wars like we had here?” He felt entirely out of his depth in the conversation. Giovanna had been raised in multiple languages and across different magical cultures with the expectation of attending a school in – that was, even – a different country; Harry hadn’t known magic was real until he was twelve and hadn’t ever left Britain until the summer just gone.

Giovanna shook her head.

“No, not like this. But there are places in Europe—in the world—where muggleborn children are taken from their parents to be raised by wizards. In these places they say it means there is no discrimination and there is no danger to the Statute of Secrecy, as there is no such thing as a muggleborn. I am not sure if I believe this, but…” Giovanna shrugged again. “It is what they say.”

“I think I’d heard of that,” said Harry. “But I didn’t think it was still happening.”

“There are places—Italy is not one of them—where it is illegal for a wizard to marry a muggle. So there are many in these places who supported this You-Know-Who in his aims. They were waiting, you see, for him to win so that they would have help in transforming their own societies,” Giovanna said. “This is all part of our—ah, how do you say it? Geopolitics and history classes, yes. Of course, there are many who worry that your Dark Lord would be a second Grindelwald, bringing war and devastation across Europe once more. I would not want this to happen. But there is a, ah, careful balance, yes? Between the sides of this argument.”

“And Voldemort nearly tipped the scales,” muttered Harry. “I’m surprised Karkaroff isn’t happier, then—from what I’ve read he was into the whole thing.”

Giovanna stopped walking along the path that led to the castle.

“He is afraid of losing his position, I would think,” Giovanna said. “He has money and power and connections now—it would be dangerous for his Lord to return, as he might lose everything, yes?”

Harry could see that. Unfortunately for everyone – except perhaps Voldemort – Voldemort hadn’t gone anywhere and was actively trying to return to power. Snape, Karkaroff, Lucius Malfoy, the elder Nott and everyone else with ugly Marks on their arm would know about it soon enough. Knew about it already, perhaps.

Harry sighed.

“Yeah, fair enough. God, this is gloomy stuff for Christmas. Shall we go back inside?” he said. He felt like if he spent any more time dwelling on Voldemort and blood prejudice, he would ruin the memory of what had been, up until then, a very nice night.

Giovanna leaned over and kissed Harry on the cheek.

“Yes, let’s go.”

They returned to the Great Hall where the Yule Ball was still in full swing. Harry and Giovanna spent the rest of the night eating, dancing, and drinking butterbeer with a selection of their friends – new and old – until the Ball ended at midnight.

Harry and Giovanna kissed again before she left for Durmstrang’s ship moored on the lake, and Harry went to bed in the dungeons giddy and full of happy memories.

*

The next morning – at a rather late breakfast given the hour at which most of the castle’s denizens retired from the Ball – the entire castle was abuzz with recollections of the Ball. Harry went to breakfast in good spirits and joined his friends at the Slytherin table as they all recounted tales of the night before.

“You know, Eggy isn’t actually that bad,” Harry heard Daphne say to Blaise over crumpets.

“See, I told you she was funny once you get to know her!” Blaise said.

“Oh, well I didn’t think she was funny, to be honest,” Daphne said, “but we did have fun dancing.”

“That’s hardly fair!” said Blaise, although the rest of his objection was drowned out when the post owls swooped into the Hall en masse. Agrippa dropped a copy of the Daily Prophet in front of Harry and then flew away with the other owls.

“That’s weird, I don’t usually get the paper,” Harry said. He unfolded it anyway to see that the entire front page – along with a goodly section of the inner pages – had been devoted to the Yule Ball. There had been an official press photographer there, and the only photos Harry could see were clearly taken by him as part of the public relations for the event.

But the articles themselves contained information that only someone at the Ball could have given away. Plastered across the front page was the headline, ‘GIANTS AT HOGWARTS’, and the story contained actual quotations from Maxime and Hagrid – words that Harry had heard them say himself – along with a number of archival photographs of each of them.

There can’t have been anyone else there, Harry thought. But there must have been since he didn’t think Hagrid or Maxime would have gone to the press about this themselves.

Could it have been Giovanna? Harry wondered. She didn’t seem the type to go running to the press with salacious gossip, but…

“God, now that really is beyond the pale, isn’t it?” said Blaise a while later. “I mean, to just go ahead and publish that…”

“D’you think they really are half-giants?” Millicent asked. “They are both really tall…”

“Surely Dumbledore wouldn’t have hired a half-giant,” said Daphne. “I know France is tolerant enough that one might slip through, especially one like that Madame Maxime, but here…”

“Mr Hagrid is nice enough, isn’t he, though?” said Tracey. “So I don’t think it matters.”

“Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far,” muttered Blaise.

Harry flicked through the paper and saw, to his dismay, an article about him. Worse than that, it was about Giovanna, too.


  Potter and his Paramour



  Column by Rita Skeeter



  Delicious food, fabulous fashion, and music all night long—it’s no wonder that the topic on everyone’s lips this Christmas has been the Yule Ball held at Hogwarts as part of the renewed Triwizard Tournament. A truly international affair, the Yule Ball was attended by students from sixteen different countries—or more than twenty, depending on how you count!—from each of the three schools in the competition, along with their teachers and an appropriate selection of Ministry officials.


It was, this reporter has been told, a night to remember. Regular readers of the Daily Prophet will have already read my previous columns, and indeed my front page feature this morning on the shocking revelations found out by this reporter’s sources only adds to the drama generated by the most prestigious Tournament. 

But this column isn’t a rehash of all that, dear readers. No, instead, as a complement to my previous profile on Harry Potter (reprinted at the back of today’s issue if you missed it!) that may be of wide interest. 


  Harry Potter attended the Yule Ball with a selection of his friends from Slytherin, including the son of famed socialite, Livia Zabini, and heir to the Greengrass fortune, Daphne Greengrass—along with Giovanna Fantoni, the fiery-but-beautiful witch pictured above with Potter in Hogsmeade. 


They make a pretty pair, don’t they? And yet my sources have revealed that beneath the surface something ugly lurks. At the beginning of the Yule Ball Ms Fantoni stood with her friends outside the Ball where, it is alleged, off-colour jokes regarding those of mixed-blood and heritage were shared several times. Indeed, later on in the evening Ms Fantoni is quoted as saying, ‘there would be many in Europe who would rejoice at [He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named returning]’. Is she one of them? It is natural to wonder at such a comment.

My source was able to obtain comments from a handful of Potter’s friends about the pairing. What I have learned may well shock you, but in the interests of the truth it is something I must share with you all.

‘I know of her family, a bit, from back in Italy,’ said Potter’s friend, Blaise Zabini. ‘Some awful buggers in it, but she seems alright. Still, you never do know.’

‘Did you know she’s never met a muggleborn?’ Millicent Bulstrode is known to have said. ‘Harry was the first muggle-raised she’s ever met. I mean, it’s not surprising what with being at Durmstrang, and with that Headmaster, but…’ (For more on Igor Karkaroff, Headmaster of Durmstrang Institute, see page 12)

‘[Giovanna] seems nice,’ said Daphne Greengrass, ‘but I’m not sure I trust her.’


  This reporter is never one to accuse without the facts, but we are all left wondering—just what is Potter up to? Does he even know?



  Well, he knows now. And if he happens not to have read this little profile, I’m sure there are many who count themselves among his friends who will be more than happy to share it with him.


Harry grabbed the paper so hard at the edges that it tore.

“Did you say this?” he said, brandishing the paper at Blaise. “You gave Skeeter a quote? About Giovanna?”

“What, mate?” Blaise said. “I’ve never spoken to Rita Skeeter—my mum would kill me if I went anywhere near her without a bloody lawyer. What are you on about?”

“Look,” Harry said. He shoved the paper into Blaise’s hands, then turned to address Millicent and Daphne. “And you two—she quoted you both in the paper. Read the article. It’s awful.”

Blaise’s look of anger faded into embarrassment as he read through the article.

“Oh, fuck,” he said. “I did say that, but I swear I didn’t say it to Skeeter—or any reporter or anyone. I said it to Eglantine in the rose gardens—you saw us there, it was just after that. I’d never give a quote like this to the press, it’s just not done…”

Daphne had gone pale, like the colour had drained right out of her and into Millicent, who sat next to her red in the face.

“I did say that, Harry, but I promise I didn’t say it to—it was just me and Millie in the rose garden, we were—”

“Snogging,” Millicent said. “No one else was around. I promise, we’d never give any comments like that… but I did—I mean… those were things that we said.”

“That sneaky bitch,” Harry said, louder than he’d intended and which drew the ire of a nearby prefect.

“Oi! We’ve all read the paper but there’s no need for language,” he said.

Easy for him to say.

Harry grunted in response and then lowered his voice.

“How’d she get the quotes, then?” Harry demanded. He believed that none of his friends would have given comments if approached – it just wasn’t the type of thing they would do, although Harry did wonder about Blaise at times. But even so, they had all admitted to having said what Skeeter had reported, so that meant someone had been listening in on the rose garden.

That, Harry could believe easily. After all, he’d overheard conversations between both Hagrid and Maxime and Snape and Karkaroff, but it still meant there had been someone running off to the press. There had been a number of delicate conversations held that night including Harry and Giovanna’s own, so Harry wondered just what Skeeter had heard about but decided not to print.

“There were loads of people in the rose garden, Harry,” Daphne said. “I thought we were being quiet – we picked a nice out of the way place because we wanted it to be private – but we weren’t even… And after I said that bit I did say ‘oh, but I’m probably just being silly’ as well! Someone must have been listening and only picked the nasty bits. But I didn’t see anyone.”

“Dumbledore banned all press from attending the Ball anyway,” Blaise said, “apart from the official photographer who stayed inside all night. So it must have been a student.” He paused. “Er, not me. Just to be clear.”

“I suppose it could have been a teacher since there were a few of them in the rose garden when I was out there,” Tracey said, “but that doesn’t seem likely…”

“It must have been a student,” Theodore said. “No teacher would risk their job over gossip, would they? But the question is, which student? Someone you’re competing against, maybe? Someone who doesn’t like Giovanna?”

Harry thought back to who he’d seen in the gardens the previous night, but it was a non-starter. There had been dozens of people in the gardens throughout the hour or so Harry and Giovanna had been there, and with all the little alcoves and dead ends and constantly changing patterns of bushes there were places for people to hide Harry wasn’t even aware of.

Harry just shrugged.

“I don’t know. I’m sure there are people who don’t like me—I mean outside of the obvious ones—but it all seems a bit far for someone who doesn’t like Giovanna. Going to the press with nasty rumours and out-of-context comments…”

“Someone obviously did,” Blaise said. “You might want to ask her about it. You probably will need to do a bit of damage control as well. I can’t imagine she’s pleased with this.” Then he paused. “Although, actually, I don’t think the article was really about her—Skeeter was using her to get at you, doing all her normal insinuations. See, there’s that bit at the end. So if you’d taken anyone to the Ball I bet Skeeter would have tried something like this.”

“God, how do I even apologise for this?” Harry said.

By that point most of the students in the Hall who got the Daily Prophet had reached Skeeter’s column on Harry, and the whispers and ‘discreet’ looks had started. Harry ignored them. He checked the Hall for Giovanna and saw her sat at the Ravenclaw table that morning. Just as with Harry, people all around the Hall were looking at and talking about Giovanna that morning, and the ordinarily poised young witch appeared frustrated at the attention.

“Anyone have a quill? And some parchment?” Harry asked. “I’m going to write her a note asking her to meet me in the Entrance Hall; I don’t want to just go over since everyone would see…”

Theodore reached into his bag and pulled out a scrap of parchment and a self-inking quill. He passed it to Harry, who started to scratch out a quick message to Giovanna.

“Why’ve you got parchment on you?” asked Blaise. “There’s no school until January.”

“I’m going to the library after breakfast to meet Florence,” he said. “We’re going to—” Theodore turned red and started to mumble. “We just need parchment,” he said.

Harry folded the parchment and tapped out a quick little charm that made it sail across the Great Hall towards Giovanna. She read the note and then tucked it into her robe pocket. She took a look around the Hall, said something to her friends, then got up and walked out of the Great Hall.

“I’ll be back, just… well…” Harry said. He left his breakfast on the table and then followed Giovanna out of the Hall, completely ignoring everyone in the Hall as he did so.

“Right. Um. Good morning—” Harry said once they’d reached the empty Entrance Hall.

“Stop,” said Giovanna. “You want to say, ‘I’m sorry’. I believe that you are. But… I can’t do this, Harry. I don’t want to do this. Those things that woman wrote about me—the things that she implied. They are offensive. And your friends who I thought—well. You read what they said.”

“They did say—but they said that none of them—nobody gave comments to Skeeter,” Harry said. “Someone must have overheard and then gone… But I’m sorry anyway. You shouldn’t have had to—it’s not fair for you to be dealing with this.”

“Yes, of course I shouldn’t be dealing with this,” Giovanna said. “Harry, I think you are a nice boy. A handsome boy. I have had fun with you. But I don’t want to do this anymore. I was not—Viktor told me something like this could happen. But I thought you are not as famous as an international Quidditch superstar, and everything would be okay. I did not expect the press here…”

“They’re awful,” Harry agreed.

Giovanna nodded.

“I had a nice night at the Ball,” Giovanna continued. “I will remember it. But that is where we will leave things, Harry. We can be friends—from a distance. I still wish to fly against you, of course. But…” Giovanna shrugged. “What we were doing, I don’t want to do anymore.”

It took Harry a few moments to fully internalise what Giovanna meant. When he did, he felt like his heart had dropped out of his arse to splatter against the cold Entrance Hall stones. He took a deep breath.

“I—yeah, alright,” Harry said. “That’s probably for the best. I wanted you to know—it was fun for me as well.” He turned to leave, and then back again. “I’m looking forward to facing you in the flying—good luck.”

Then Harry left.

There was no point dragging it all out any longer. He’d said what he wanted to say and Giovanna had made her decision. It probably was the best decision for them both to make, even if it hurt. Instead of returning to breakfast at the Slytherin table with his friends – and the rest of the school, nosy bastards that they all were – Harry headed for his spot in the dungeons where he worked through some of his more complex spell sequences until lunchtime.
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With Christmas – and Harry’s budding relationship with Giovanna – over, Harry took to the skies on his Firebolt daily. He managed to get in some duelling sessions, alone and with Tracey, but it was his flying that Harry really focused on over what remained of the holiday. While Hooch wasn’t holding any hazard racing sessions due to the holidays, Harry was able to get in a lot of speed race practise.

He managed to avoid Giovanna and the Durmstrang students as they did their own flying practises – it was, after all, a big sky and the Hogwarts grounds were expansive. The Durmstrang lot were secretive anyway and had erected all sorts of privacy spells around the Quidditch pitch for their official practises, although many of the flyers did go off on their own at times. Harry didn’t mind.

Harry flew as often as he could from morning until night, sometimes spending the whole day up in the air on his broom. The one exception was New Year’s Eve, when his friends managed to convince him that it would be nice to spend the day inside with everyone else. In the end Harry was glad for it, and even if the party in the Slytherin Common Room to mark the turn of the year was rather more festive than Harry felt, he had a good time.

Just about.

With the Christmas holidays well and truly over Harry was happy for school to resume. If it did nothing else, it did at least give the rest of the school something to think and talk about that had absolutely nothing to do with Harry. Not that the stupid rumours that followed Harry – peddled by Skeeter and her on-going columns – ended, of course. They were there, like always, passed around in the background by the same students who were always interested in that sort of thing. But Harry at least could let those get lost amongst talk of everything else.

On the first day of the new term Dumbledore announced the dates for the first of the flying events, and after a solid week of drills run by Madam Hooch, by the middle of January it was time for Harry to compete.

The first of the competitions was held on the fourteenth of January, a Saturday. Just as with the Gauntlet’s first event a section of the grounds had been dedicated to the affair, with a spot for spectators erected along the beginning part of the racecourse.

In the chilly morning air in front of a large crowd of students and whichever members of the public had managed to get tickets, Harry stood with his broom waiting for the race to begin – along with a selection of other competitors. Although several from Hogwarts had got through to the free speed race, Harry knew – without any arrogance – that his competition came from outside of the school.

For one, Harry had the best broom out of anyone in Hogwarts. The next best was Draco on a Nimbus 2001. But apart from that, Harry had outflown them all before during practises. No, it was a handful of flyers from Durmstrang and Beauxbatons on professional-grade brooms who would provide the real competition – Krum and Giovanna chief among them.

It’s not just about the broom, Harry reminded himself as he looked up and down the line of waiting flyers. True, the Firebolt was a solid choice and a massive advantage over something like Draco’s Nimbus, but a poor flyer would be unable to get the best out of a top-notch broom regardless.

Harry had flown dozens of practise speed courses put on by Hooch in the weeks leading up to the event. He had the procedure down, could probably fly it in his sleep, so ignored Bagman as he prattled on giving the spectators a taste of what would come. It was all the standard stuff, anyway – points off for missed markers, three laps, all of that. Rules Harry had memorised months before. The course was fairly long, circuitous, and woven through the Hogwarts grounds making full use of the expansive space. Hooch had hinted at the likely setup beforehand, although she hadn’t given away much. Harry knew, at least, that it would be a damned sight shorter than the marathon racecourse – that would span the entire length of Scotland and then some. From what Harry could see the speed course would be tricky to fly, with lots of sharp turns and some odd twists in direction. He’d have to watch the speed on those…

Harry tuned back into Bagman. The man should have been mostly done with his introductions to speed racing, and Harry didn’t want to miss the start.

“We’ve assigned a Whizzer—Whizzler? Damned things are new, I don’t know the name—to each of our competitors,” shouted Bagman to the crowd with the aid of his charm, “which will show their location and what they’re doing on that big fancy mirror over there. This sort of setup is state of the art, first appeared in China a few years ago you know—they’ve got some sort of awful Chinese name which is why we—” He coughed.

“Well, I’ll just get the event started, shall I?” said Bagman. “I’ll count you down to one, then you’ll get going—up in the air and away on the course. There are markers along the way and officials doing sweeps of the course in case you get lost, but once you’re up in the air and away, that’ll be that.”

Harry didn’t think he’d get lost, not in the skies above Hogwarts anyway. Still, the course did extend over parts of the grounds most students never saw, so it was possible.

Bagman paused to allow the competitors to get ready. Harry slipped his new flight goggles into place and checked that his gloves were firmly on, then mounted him broom.

“So! Get ready—three! Two! One! Go!” shouted Bagman.

At the signal to go Harry kicked off and rose into the sky. Of the twelve competitors in the speed race, most were left behind as Harry, Giovanna, Viktor Krum and two flyers from Beauxbatons accelerated to top-speed on their high-end professional sports brooms. The first set of markers hung suspended in the air, great big circles that barely moved at all.

Harry cleared them with ease.

In the moments after he passed them by he scanned the horizon for the next set of markers, conscious that Krum on his Firebolt – Krum, with his professional training and experience – would be quick to get ahead. The next set of markers moved lazily through the air, swaying from left to right as if buffeted by the wind.

Harry corrected his course and pushed through them, overtaking Giovanna as he did so. The Firebolt at top speed was just too fast for the Hayami to keep up. The competitors on slower brooms – Draco and a handful of others – were left back at the start. Harry ignored them.

He glanced into the distance, checking over the course ahead. It wound away from the stands near to the Forbidden Forest towards the castle itself. Harry cleared the next few markers, Krum always just a few feet in front. He leaned into a smooth turn, jerked the nose of his broomstick into a particularly sudden shift in direction, then dipped down to meet the next marker.

The course reached the castle itself. Markers had been strung over the roofs, along the battlements, and around the castle’s many towers. From what Harry could see the distance between markers, along with the positioning of the markers themselves, varied. Far too much for him to just come barrelling in at top speed – there were twists and turns tighter than a hag’s knickers up ahead. Twists and turns Harry thought would be difficult even on a Hayami.

Harry coaxed his broom forward, slowing just slightly on his approach to the main battlements. Krum was just ahead, with Giovanna and the two Beauxbatons flyers not far behind – and catching up. He nipped through a close-together set of markers, then slowed again to make a sharp turn upwards around one of the castle’s minor towers.

Giovanna and the Beauxbatons flyers – one on a Hayami and one a Firebolt –  shot past him. They turned on the edge of knut and wound their way through the markers around the tower while Harry grappled with the wide angle of his approach.

Fuck, Harry thought as he watched them go. He’d come in too fast, had to slow too much, took too wide of an angle… and dropped into fifth place for his troubles. He glanced back and saw Draco gaining ground.

Sod that, Harry thought. He pushed his broom forward and made the circuitous climb to the top of the tower, pushing his Firebolt through each of the markers. Harry passed through each marker as they wound tightly up to the top of the tower, each marker closer to the next than the one before, until he reached the very top.

Harry shot through the last marker – a vertical climb – and then twisted in the direction of the next. Harry angled the nose of his broom down, dropped into a dive. With the next marker at the very bottom of the tower on the other side, Harry edged the Firebolt closer to its top speed.

He shot right past the Beauxbatons girl at the back of the pack. Even her Firebolt couldn’t save her, not when she wasn’t using it properly. He sailed through the marker at the bottom of the tower and jerked his broom upwards into a climb. Giovanna just in front, with the Beauxbatons boy ahead of her – and Krum in the distance.

Not for long.

The markers had been lined up along the ridge of the roof over the castle’s long West Wing. Harry had flown that stretch of roof many times over the Christmas holiday, knew just how fast he could get before coming too close to the squat, square tower at its end.

So Harry pushed his broom forward. The Firebolt had superior technical specs, at least when it came to speed and, crucially, acceleration. On such a straight span of markers the Hayami would struggle to make use of its better handling, and Harry intended to exploit that to its fullest.

Or not quite – nought to one hundred and fifty miles within ten seconds was overkill, at least for such a short stretch. But he could beat the top speed of the Hayami within seven seconds.

Harry shot forward.

Seven… he thought as he sped past the first two markers. Giovanna not far in front, then the Beauxbatons pair, and then Krum.


  Six…


Giovanna was up ahead, glancing back at the other racers occasionally.


  Five…


Giovanna, a blur behind him, left in his wake.


  Four…


The Beauxbatons girl right ahead. Too close to swerve left or right, Harry dipped down – then back up in front of her. She went careening off-course, nearly missed the marker.

Harry ignored her. No time to rest.


  Three…


He was close to the end of the roof, almost at the square tower. Three markers left before the tower, the Beauxbatons boy just in front. And Krum at the tower in a crazy vertical climb at more or less top speed.


  Two…


And the Beauxbatons boy gone, eating Harry’s dust. Speed climbing and climbing… squat little tower right up ahead. Not long until Harry had to make a turn in as tight an arc as possible.

One…

Harry pulled the tip of his broom and shot up in a mirror of Krum’s manoeuvre. Not quite as smooth, not as fast, but it did the job Harry wanted. He shot through the markers along the side of the tower, just inches from the face of the wall itself.

He’d made it to second place. A nice recovery, but with Krum just ahead and the both of them on Firebolts, Harry couldn’t see a way to get ahead. Krum’s experience showed. He handled the Firebolt like someone born to it, took corners faster than Harry would even dream of and pulled off manoeuvres Harry thought for sure were literally impossible.

Krum slipped through one marker, did a little spin to meet the rotating pair of markers after that, then made a hairpin turn to sail through the next without so much as a wobble.

Harry followed him. He didn’t quite manage the elegant spin Krum had, instead making his way through the rotating markers with a clumsy zigzag motion, and shot off towards the next set of markers above the greenhouses.

Harry emerged into a cloud. Wet, misty, and cold, it seemed that the course organisers had put on a little spot of localised rain. Nothing quite so bad as Harry would expect from a hazard course, the cloud did make it more difficult to see.

At least I’ve got my gloves and goggles, Harry thought.


  Thank you Sirius.


The goggles were a godsend, as they automagically got rid of any stray water, and with the gloves, at least his hands weren’t wet. He climbed just above the raincloud to get a better grip of where he was, then shot off after Krum.

Harry didn’t think he had anything to worry about from Draco and the others on slower brooms – Chang, a lad from Durmstrang, Montague – but he didn’t want to stick around for any of the flyers on the Hayamis to catch up. From what Harry had spied of the course, there were too many places up ahead where the Hayami’s agility and finesse could give its riders the edge.

So Harry kept his Firebolt as close to its top speed as he dared, watching ahead to see if Krum had given any opportunities for overtaking. The course wound its way over the tops of the castle, around the towers, and then back out onto the grounds proper.

The perfect location for Harry to at least try and catch up to Krum.

In theory.

In practice, Krum was able to maintain top speed even over trickier bits of the course, and even where he slowed down – like where the course wound through the standing stones at the far side of the lake – Harry had to slow even further.

Maddening.

And then he had to content with Giovanna just behind him, always looking to catch up herself.

The last stretch of the course wound around the edge of the lake, up over the nearby hills, and then back down the road from Hogsmeade towards the stands. There were enough spots where the markers were evenly spaced and stationary that Harry thought it would be possible – if difficult – for him to catch up to Krum.

I can catch up, Harry thought. It was tricky, of course – if Krum noticed Harry coming, he’d accelerate to maintain his lead and as their brooms were identical, Harry wouldn’t be able to catch up. So Harry tried to keep out of Krum’s sightline, a feat aided by the fact that Krum wasn’t looking back.

Whether through confidence, arrogance, or the sheer thrill of the race, Krum didn’t seem too bothered by his competition.

Krum kept up a relaxed cruising speed, unaware of Harry sneaking up behind him until Harry reached right to the tail of Krum’s broom. With a marker just ahead, Harry coaxed the last little bit out of his broom and—

As soon as Krum noticed Harry behind him, he dropped into a tricky little roll manoeuvre and cut right in front of Harry.

Harry pulled up hard, and entered a vertical climb to avoid Krum, whilst Krum went ahead on through the course, his lead – though much shorter – protected.

I can try again, Harry thought. He knew Krum would have all sorts of tricks ready to deploy – tricks which Harry had either seen him perform at the World Cup or had read about in the magazines – but that there was also little reason to drop into a Wronski Feint or a Chapman’s Wobble over the course of a speed race. At least not the parts of it that were left, anyway.

So as far as Harry was concerned, it was just a matter of dealing with Krum’s tactics as and when he used them.

Krum yelled something as Harry attempted to overtake him, and then performed a complex loop movement that made Harry jerk his broom and veer off-course. Harry swore. It took Harry more time to right himself than it took Krum, even though it was Krum performing the movements.

They both shot through the remaining part of the first lap, past the stands where Bagman was commentating, and back out into the course again.

“…Oho! Potter and Krum, fighting for first place! Doubt we’ll see…” Harry heard Bagman say, although the sound soon died off as the stands disappeared into the distance.

The flyers on the slowest brooms were quite far back, Harry knew. No competition there. But Giovanna and the two from Beauxbatons on their Hayami’s were close in, and Harry knew there were several spots on the course that would be more than suitable for the Hayami.

But having done one lap already, Harry knew he could deal with them. Krum was managing, after all, hadn’t even dropped his lead once.

So what if he’s a bloody Quidditch player, Harry thought. I know my broom, too.

The second lap was easier. Harry knew the route, knew the twists, the turns, and the trickier parts… and the confidence of having done the course already was a help, too. He kept a careful watch over Giovanna, who’d bagged third place above the two from Beauxbatons, but paid more attention to Krum.

Giovanna, even if she got ahead of Harry around the twisty tower markers, could be overtaken at the final stretch. Harry felt confident of that. Krum was much harder.

On the approach to the squat tower the second time around Harry coaxed more from his Firebolt, pushed it just that little bit harder… and jerked up at the last possible moment, carrying his momentum into the upward climb.

Through it all Krum remained tantalisingly close, within touching distance at times.

But always just ahead.

Harry slowed gently as he made his way through the standing stones. Krum zipped through with an almost reckless abandon, but Harry had to go slower, slipping through with a janky zigzag. As Harry moved through the markers arranged around the central stone, Giovanna came past in a series of elegant, fluid spins and pushed him into third place.

Harry’s broom spun; his rhythm broken by Giovanna’s speedy manoeuvre.

“Shit!” Harry swore. He wrestled the Firebolt for control over his broom and by the time he’d righted himself, Giovanna was long gone.

Harry didn’t stick around. The Beauxbatons girl was coming up the rear, and Harry reckoned she was chomping at the bit to pay him back for his little trick on the last lap. He shot away, accelerating to top speed to catch up to Giovanna.

Wind whipping through his hair, Harry caught up to Giovanna at the castle docks. There was a good, long stretch of straight markers around the lake, markers that didn’t move very much and which were all of a standard width. If Harry just edged—

Giovanna flew in a tight little loop across Harry’s path, sending him off course.

He righted himself as quickly as he could, then pushed forward again. Krum had been doing the same sort of thing, but Giovanna was nowhere near as aggressive with the manoeuvres.

That, Harry could deal with.

Harry sped forwards at an angle to Giovanna, broom pointed as if he was going to cut across her left. He crept closer and—

Giovanna executed a loop again, and then again, but Harry was ready. He shot through the second loop, just narrowly missing her broom’s tail end – and just narrowly missing a foul, too. He sped up, hitting the hundred and fifty miles per hour top speed of the Firebolt.

Then, Harry turned his attention to Krum.

Third time’s the charm, Harry thought. He’d managed second place position in the first two laps; those were training, he told himself. Practise. The third lap, Harry was going to overtake Krum.

Somehow.

He just needed to catch up to Krum. Easier said than done, perhaps, but Harry had been watching, and whenever Krum reached the markers at the top of the Astronomy Tower, he hesitated. Something about the layout of the markers gave him pause, and that was Harry’s chance to overtake.

He just had to get into position.

Harry sped across the lake, over the hills, and then down the path from Hogsmeade just behind Krum. They shot past the stands again, this time so fast Harry couldn’t even hear Bagman’s prattling.

The third time around was almost effortless. Harry knew just where he had to lean harder, slow down, make a tighter arc… and he executed each manoeuvre perfectly. Even if that was only his own opinion.

With the Astronomy Tower just up ahead, Harry got ready. Krum would slow down and wobble at the top. It was a small advantage, but Harry knew it was the only chance he’d get… so he waited. He kept flying forward, just at the tailtip of Krum’s broom…

And then shot past Krum.

Immediately, Harry felt giddy with elation. He’d snagged first place! From Viktor Krum!

He just had to keep up the pace and—

Krum came barrelling at Harry like a madman. Harry dipped down to avoid a collision and Krum went through the next of the barriers, lead once again secured.

“Oh, fuck off!” Harry shouted after him.

But Krum wasn’t too far ahead, fractions of a second if that, so Harry kept at it. He took a sheaf out of Krum’s stack and performed a series of aggressive manoeuvres designed to force Krum to the side.

It worked, and Harry found himself in first place again.

The trouble was, for every trick Harry tried, Krum had a counter. If Harry tried to force a collision, Krum did a pirouette. If Harry dipped down, Krum spun up.

Harry and Krum continued like that for the rest of the course, occasionally trading places with each other, until they reached the air above the Hogsmeade path. Krum edged just ahead, and Harry felt a renewed need to win.

Harry brought his broom right up to the side of Krum, who—for once—didn’t execute a stalling tactic. Instead, Krum kept on going, just inches ahead of Harry.

Harry could hear the roar of the crowd as he sped towards the stands. He could hear Bagman, even.

“…and the first of our speed racers are on their way back as Potter and Krum—both on top-of-the-range Firebolts—make their way back to the starting point!” said Bagman. “There’s only a couple of inches in it! Who’d have thought it would come down to this?”

Harry pushed forward and dipped his broom just slightly. There was a chance he could just edge the win from Krum, so long as Krum didn’t—

Krum rolled across Harry’s path and nearly sent him careening off past the markers. As Harry struggled to get back on course, Krum crossed the finish line.

“Oh-ho! That’s it, folks! Krum crosses the line and wins the first speed race of the Tournament!” shouted Bagman. “A good showing from Potter but I’m sure he’s disappointed! The perils of flying against a professional, eh? A good outing for the both of them, but Krum will want to keep up the good pace for the second round of the speed race…”

Harry forced himself to stop listening as Bagman prattled on. Harry sailed across the finish line and landed just next to where Krum had. Harry didn’t have to wait at the finish line, thankfully – there was a space just off to the side where the finished flyers could sit and watch the rest of the race, so Harry went to join Krum on the bench, broom still in hand.

Krum stood when Harry arrived at the bench and offered Harry his hand.

“That vas a very good race,” said Krum once Harry had shaken his hand and they’d both sat back down. “You are very good. But I am more practised, I think, so do not be disappointed.”

“You deserved to win,” Harry said. “Your blocking manoeuvres were just too good.”

Not long after Harry had finished the course Giovanna landed, securing herself third place in the competition, followed by the two flyers from Beauxbatons on professional-tier brooms. After that it was a long – and as far as Harry was concerned, boring – wait for the sixth and final qualifier to the next round to cross the finish line. Draco secured himself a place in the second round just ahead of a girl from Beauxbatons.

“The hazards will be much more exciting for the crowd,” Giovanna said while they waited for the judges to tally the scores. Harry knew he hadn’t hit any markers, nor missed any, but it could change who qualified if Draco had lost too many points.

“I’m looking forward to flying in them,” Harry said. “Just that little bit more thrilling, isn’t it?”

“I am sure,” said Krum. “I vill enjoy vatching, I think. I vould have liked to fly in them, but I vas not allowed.” He shrugged. “Good luck to you both.”

With the match over Bagman announced the results.

“We’ll reconvene next week for the second round of the speed race, where our twelve competitors have been whittled down to just six! But a round of applause for Viktor Krum, who came first; Harry Potter, who came second; and Giovanna Fantoni who came third today!”

Bagman dismissed the crowd, and with that the competitors were freed, too. Harry stayed back a bit just to congratulate the others in getting to the second round.

It would have felt churlish to just dash off.

“It’s good to see another flyer from Hogwarts go through,” Harry said, turning to chat with Draco. But Draco ignored him and hurried away. He hadn’t even stopped to speak with Krum, and Harry knew Draco had been waiting for an opportunity to make some sort of connection with the Quidditch superstar. Harry watched him go, then went back to the group of second round flyers to congratulate Giovanna on her placement.

“Well done,” Harry said to Giovanna. “You flew really well. That broom’s going to be a real hassle for me in the hazards, you know.”

“This is where I will excel,” Giovanna murmured. “But thank you, Harry. You flew very well, too.”

Harry had a response ready but stopped when he felt a hesitant tap on his shoulder. Harry turned to see Lucius Malfoy stood behind him, a deep frown across his face and dark bags under his eyes. Lucius Malfoy had never been fat, at least not any time Harry had seen him, but that afternoon he looked positively gaunt.

“Potter,” Malfoy said. “I would not usually—well.” He waved a hand about absently. “You share a dormitory with my son, Draco, do you not?”

Harry nodded slowly.

“Yeah. Er, yes, I do,” Harry said. “And we’re in classes together, too.”

“Yes, yes,” said Malfoy. “Is he… What I mean to say is, have you perhaps noticed…” Malfoy paused and seemed to consider his next words carefully. “Tell him, if you would, that his mother and I expect him to respond to our next letter, and that we would very much like to speak with him after his next event.”

“I—er, yeah, okay, Mr Malfoy,” Harry said eventually. It wasn’t a task he especially wanted to do, but with the elder Malfoy right in front of him asking, Harry couldn’t exactly refuse. It wasn’t too far out of his way to do it, anyway. Draco literally slept in the same room as Harry. “I’ll let him know.”

“Excellent.” Malfoy turned to go, but then stopped. “Congratulations on your recent successes in the competition, Potter. You have some talent.”

Then Malfoy left, leaving behind a very bewildered Harry. Once he’d recovered from the unexpected chat with Lucius Malfoy he turned to speak with Giovanna and Krum again, but they’d both gone. Harry didn’t stick around for long after that and met up with his friends on their way back to the dungeons from the event.

“Lucius Malfoy just came up to me for a chat,” Harry said quietly to Theodore as they walked with the rest of the group towards the Common Room. “He was—well to be honest he was quite weird. Asked me to ask Draco to answer his letters and to meet with him after the flying tomorrow afternoon. Did you notice Draco’s been ignoring his dad after the events? Mr Malfoy didn’t say, but I realised after the first round of the duelling.”

Theodore shook his head.

“I hadn’t. But I don’t really pay attention to—er, you know what I’m like,” he said. “But I did know Draco wasn’t answering his parents’ letters. Whenever he gets one he hides it in his trunk. My dad said to tell Draco to answer the letters, too. But Draco never listens to me.”

“That’s weird though, isn’t it?” Harry said. “Draco loves his family. Er, I mean, obviously—people do, don’t they—but Draco always writes home. He gets those sweet boxes and stuff from his mum all the time, doesn’t he? So he’s just been…”

“I suppose so,” said Theodore. “He’s been acting strange this year, though, hasn’t he? And my dad said… well, he didn’t really say, but whenever he went over to the Malfoys’ house in the summer he came back and it was—well it was weird,” Theodore said. “And he didn’t want me going over to their house either.”

“There must be something up if Lucius Malfoy asked me to say something,” Harry said. Harry assumed it had something to do with Voldemort, who had fled with Wormtail at the end of the previous school year. Neither Voldemort nor his lackey had been sighted since, as far as Harry knew, but the Malfoys’ strange behaviour coinciding with Voldemort’s flight felt more than a little suspicious.

And given Theodore’s news on his own father – and the rumours that had surrounded Sinistrus Nott – Harry thought Voldemort’s involvement likely. And even if Voldemort himself wasn’t involved, whatever was going on with the Malfoys, something which Sinistrus Nott clearly knew about if he’d been asking Theodore to make Draco respond to his parents, couldn’t be anything good.

“Probably,” agreed Theodore. He changed the subject. “You did well in the flying, by the way. I thought you were going to come third after—well, you know, that Giovanna girl. But you did really well.”

“I was a bit worried about that, too,” Harry said. “She’s good. But over those longer stretches…” By then they’d made it back to the Common Room, and Harry wanted to discharge his duty to the elder Malfoy as quickly as possible, so left the group in search of Draco.

Harry scanned the Common Room for the other boy but didn’t find him anywhere – not sat with Pansy and the others in his little group, or with Montague or anyone else in the Common Room – so went back to the dormitory to see if he’d gone there.

The dormitory was empty except for Vince’s cat, which slept curled up amongst a pile of Vince’s socks.

That means I’ll have to ask Pansy, Harry thought. Harry returned to the Common Room where he stopped to ask his friends if they’d seen Draco, just in case they had just so he wouldn’t have to ask Pansy.

“Anyone seen Draco?” Harry asked. “I’ve got something to tell him, that’s all.”

“Ask Pansy,” suggested Millicent. “She usually knows.”

“I was hoping I wouldn’t have to,” Harry said, but nobody else had any other suggestions so Harry crossed to where Pansy sat with Victoria Runcorn, Vince, and Greg to ask.

“Alright?” Harry asked, though he didn’t pause for a response. “Pansy, have you seen Draco? His dad left me a message for him, nothing bad…”

Pansy turned to look up at Harry, regarding him with a wrinkled nose and a little frown.

“He’s gone off to do duelling practise,” Pansy said. “Because he’s very dedicated to making good progress, unlike some people.”

Harry fought the impulse to roll his eyes. As if he cared about anything Pansy had to say.

“He’s only just left though, Harry,” said Vince, “so you might be able to catch him if you hurry! He goes up on the seventh floor somewhere, don’t know where exactly though.”

“Nice one, Vince!” Harry said. “See you later.”

Harry left without another word to Pansy. He couldn’t be bothered, and he didn’t feel like chasing Draco all the way up to the seventh floor unless he absolutely had to. He set off at a quick pace but didn’t see Draco until he reached the top of the stairs to the seventh floor and saw the other Slytherin emerge from a hidden passage onto one of the lesser-used corridors.

Harry opened his mouth to shout to grab Draco’s attention but decided not to when he realised Draco was sneaking – or trying to sneak, anyway – about. Instead, Harry hung back and followed Draco at a slower pace, curious to see just where the other boy was going to practise his duelling. Harry saw a handful of other students, mainly Gryffindors, as he attempted to casually walk along the seventh floor corridors without looking out of place, but fortunately none were anyone he’d have to stop and talk to.

Draco had led Harry to an area of the castle Harry never had to usually go. The only time he used the seventh floor was to go to lessons like Divination or Astronomy, and both of those were in different parts of the castle.

Draco came to a stop in a corridor with a tapestry depicting a wizard teaching trolls to dance. Harry ducked behind a statue of an elderly witch to watch. Draco looked around, clearly checking that nobody was watching – and utterly failing at being in any way sneaky given that he had yet to notice Harry and Harry could see exactly what he was doing – then started to pace along the corridor.

What are you up to, Draco? Harry thought as he watched Draco. Draco’s actions appeared purposeful to Harry, and not at all like he was just wandering about the castle aimlessly. I wonder if there’s another secret passage up here…

“Hey, Potter!” said a voice from behind him.

“Harry. What are you doing all the way up here?” said another.

Harry nearly jumped out of his skin but turned to face the owners of the voices and was met by two identical grinning ginger boys.

“I—er, alright?” Harry said. He glanced back at where Draco had been pacing, but the other Slytherin boy was gone.

Shit, Harry thought. Well, it wasn’t a total loss – he knew Draco was up to something on the seventh floor, probably involving a secret passageway. And Harry still had the little passageway Draco had emerged from on the seventh floor to have a look at, so that was something for his troubles at least.

“So… what were you doing up here? Don’t get many Slytherins this high up,” said one of the twins – Harry thought it might have been George.

“I was just looking for someone,” Harry said. “But it doesn’t matter anymore, they’ll be gone by now…”

“Oh yeah? Who?” asked the twin Harry thought was Fred.

“Doesn’t really matter,” Harry said. He didn’t want to mention the Malfoys in front of the Weasley twins. From what Harry understood Arthur Weasley and Lucius Malfoy had some sort of feud and he didn’t want to get caught up in any drama surrounding it.

He had enough going on himself.

“If you say so,” said George, although he didn’t look especially convinced. “Anyway, we saw you and we wanted to say congratulations on the race today. Mustn’t have been easy flying against Krum, but you came second anyway. So well done.”

“Oh, er—thanks,” Harry said. He was unsure how to respond until he remembered both of the twins had qualified for the standard speed racing, too – although their event wasn’t until the next day. “Good luck with your first go at it tomorrow.”

“Thanks for the advice,” said Fred. “We’re planning to smash it, obviously,” he said, grinning.

After that Harry didn’t know what more he could say, but both Weasleys just stood there, arms crossed, silently watching him.

“Right, well… er… I’d better get going back to the Common Room,” Harry said eventually. “It was, er, nice chatting with you,” he said.

“Yeah, you too,” said George.

“Be seeing you,” said Fred.

Harry slipped away back towards the direction of the staircase, and the secret passageway Draco had used to get to the seventh floor. He looked back to check whether the twins were still watching, but they’d gone, so Harry felt safe enough to look for the entrance to the hidden passage. Harry checked behind several thin tapestries but found nothing until he came to a false wall at the back of an alcove next to a portrait of an obscenely fat wizard.

Harry pushed at the wall gently to try to open the passage, but nothing happened. Next, Harry tapped at it with his wand, but it still wouldn’t budge.

If it’s a password I’m out of luck, Harry thought. He could spend all day guessing and never find the right word. But Draco had obviously figured out how the passage worked, so it couldn’t be that difficult…

“Open!” Harry said to the wall, and it did. The panels of thin stone slide apart from one another to reveal a narrow passage that led downwards. Harry stepped inside and the wall closed behind him, leaving him in darkness.

“Lumos,” said Harry. He used the light from the end of his wand to guide himself through the passageway which had an opening onto the sixth floor, but which also continued going down through the castle. Harry followed it right to the end where he emerged in the dungeons not too far from the entrance to the Slytherin Common Room.

Harry hadn’t quite managed what he’d set out to do, but he had at least discovered that Draco was up to something on the seventh floor involving at least one hidden passage and possibly even some sort of secret room, too. Harry nipped back into the Slytherin Common Room and sat down amongst his friends.

Harry kept a look out for Draco for the rest of the afternoon, but as Draco skipped dinner, Harry had to wait until long after while all five boys in the dormitory were getting ready for bed.

Harry waited until it was just him and Draco in the bathroom cleaning their teeth to broach the topic.

“You did well in the race today, Draco,” Harry said. “I wanted to say so earlier—after the race I mean—but you went really quickly.”

“Thanks,” said Draco.

Draco didn’t say anything more, so Harry pressed on.

“I saw your dad after the race today,” said Harry in what he hoped was a casual and conversational kind of tone. “You’d already gone, so you only just missed him.”

Draco just shrugged, so Harry continued.

“He, er… well he told me he wants you to answer his letters,” Harry said. This wasn’t the sort of conversation he wanted to have with Draco at all. He could have managed it with Theodore or Blaise, if either of their parents had asked him to, but Draco was difficult to deal with and they weren’t especially close either. Still, Harry did think whatever was up with the Malfoys had something to do with Voldemort and Wormtail, so he felt like it was a thread worth pursuing. Draco’s odd behaviour, coupled with the fact that Lucius Malfoy had approached Harry with this task rather than just owling Snape to arrange a parental visit, pointed to something stranger than normal family woes.

“I know it’s none of my business,” Harry said, “but he did ask me to say to you. And your dad said he wants you to go meet with him and your mum after your next event.”

“You’re right,” said Draco, “it is none of your business.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like I volunteered myself for the job, is it?” Harry said. “I don’t give a shit whether you send letters to your parents, do I? But your dad asked me to tell you, so I told you.” Harry shrugged. He’d finished cleaning his teeth, so he turned and left Draco alone in the bathroom, his job done.

Although Harry hadn’t managed to get Draco to reconsider his stance on his parents – which, honestly, he didn’t actually care about at all – he was now sure that something more unusual than the kind of ordinary teenage rebellion against one’s parents was happening with Draco.

Harry just needed to figure out what.

  






25. Chapter 25 - Sneaky Slippery Slytherins


    
    [bookmark: _Toc109327285]Chapter 25 – Sneaky Slippery Slytherins
Harry had the rest of the weekend free from participation in any Triwizard events. Instead, he joined his friends in the stands to watch the first leg of the standard speed race on Sunday. Having flown the course three times already, Harry wasn’t overly excited to watch the standard flyers go over it again. Especially not on their much slower brooms. In the end, it wasn’t so bad, and Harry got to appreciate the speed course as a spectator, which he supposed was nice. Watching the race on the Whizzers was certainly not as exciting as actually flying it, though.

Three competitors from Hogwarts went through to the second round – Draco and both Weasley twins.

After that it was into the next week at school where the teachers had started to ramp up the difficulty of their classes. By the time Wednesday morning came, Harry looked forward to hours of mindless speed racing at the weekend. Unfortunately he still had three full days of lessons ahead of him before he could do that.

Including a couple of lessons with Mad-Eye Moody.

“Do you think Moody’s going to be … you know … today?” said Theodore on the way to Viper group’s Wednesday morning Defence lesson.

“Today’s lesson is about the War,” said Blaise, “so I think so, yeah.”

“Moody isn’t that bad,” said Daphne. “He’s just a bit … rough …”

Harry scoffed. That was an understatement – Moody was quite probably the roughest teacher Harry had ever had, and that was including a particularly abrasive games teacher at Stonewall High.

“All his bloody lessons are about the War,” muttered Theodore. “Wish he’d talk about something else for once.”

Harry got where Theodore was coming from. He didn’t like it overly much either, as Moody usually managed to drop in bits and pieces about Harry or his parents’ roles in the War into most of his lessons. It was all information Harry would have wanted to know, just not in front of the entire class.

Too many eyes staring at him.

Still, at least Harry’s parents had been on the right side of it – something that couldn’t really be said for Draco, Vince, or Theodore’s fathers. Even if Theodore’s dad had only been accused, Moody didn’t seem to believe in his innocence.

Although to be fair, Harry didn’t either.

“This lesson is going to be on the convicted Death Eaters in Azkaban,” said Tracey, “so I think his attention will be on that, this time,” she offered.

Theodore didn’t seem convinced.

The Slytherins filed into the Defence classroom as soon as they reached the door, having learned over the past months to get to Defence as early as possible. Most of the time they made it in before the Hufflepuffs, which at least meant Moody didn’t take points. The Hufflepuffs arrived not long after and Moody started the lesson by slamming shut the door with a jab of his wand.

He stood up and walked in front of his desk, then leaned back against it.

“Alright, listen up,” barked Moody. “We’ve got a meaty lesson today and only an hour to do it, so I want eyes on me. Today’s lesson is about the Death Eater bastards locked up in Azkaban and all the shit they did to get them put in there. Tomorrow’s double session we’ll go much deeper into two notables—Bellatrix and Rodolphus Lestrange—but for today, an overview’s all we need. So don’t worry yourself, Malfoy – you’ll get to show off everything you know about that aunt of yours tomorrow afternoon.”

Harry glanced over to Draco, who as usual for Defence classes wore a poorly disguised scowl across his face. He knew better than to react to Moody’s prodding, however, so simply stared ahead.

“Write this down. Four names. Rodolphus Lestrange. Bellatrix Lestrange. Augustus Rookwood. Bartemius Crouch Junior. Aye, that’s right—old Barty Crouch’s lad, for those of you who pay attention,” continued Moody. “You’ll have seen him around the castle this year, old Barty. Never especially mellow, his lad going Dark did nothing to help.”

“We’ll start with Rookwood. Tricky fucker, Rookwood. He was an Unspeakable for years. No one knew he was a follower of You-Know-Who until after the War had already ended. Now, I know a bit about his work in the Department, right—I had basic clearance, didn’t I?—but there’s not much of it I can share, and more that I don’t know. What I will say is, it was a whole load of real sensitive stuff. It ain’t for no reason they call it the Department of Mysteries, yeah?” said Moody.

“Rookwood’s a master Occlumens, so we ain’t ever managed to pry much from that head of his, but as far as we can tell, he was recruited to You-Know-Who’s service personally by the big man himself. Smart feller, Rookwood – went to Ravenclaw as a lad, long time ago now – got head-hunted by a former D-o-M Head right out of school. Never showed any of the traditional signs of being a Dark wizard—we covered those a few lessons ago before Christmas, remember—never got mixed up in petty crime, nothing like that. As far as everyone around him could see, Augustus Rookwood was a model citizen. Friends with everyone, not an enemy to his name.”

Harry took down notes on everything Moody said, including a large, circled, note to himself to look up what an Occlumens was later on. Moody hadn’t elaborated, so it had to be something everyone else would know about, and Harry didn’t want to look a berk.

“Good job, brilliant contacts, well-respected family background. Wife, no kids—until the end of the War, anyway. So, what turns a wizard like Augustus Rookwood Dark? That’s the thousand Galleon question, innit? Make no mistake, Rookwood is Dark. No one pressured him. No one forced him into it. He wasn’t Imperiused—didn’t even claim to be,” continued Moody, leering at Draco. “So why go Dark?”

“What we think—and remember, Rookwood’s an Occlumens and You-Know-Who never gave interviews—is that Rookwood was given the opportunity to perform ‘free and unrestricted’ research into any and all subjects he wanted, with a never-ending flow of resources from You-Know-Who’s war chest. Funded largely by Malfoy gold. That ain’t slander either, lad—it’s in the historical record,” Moody said, pre-empting any protests from Draco. “Now I’m sure you’ve all heard no end of stories about the D-o-M, but let me tell you this—there’s laws and rules and regulations they have to follow in their research and other activities. So, yeah, there’s oversight—even if some people don’t think there’s enough.”

“So this offer was a good one for someone like Rookwood. He obviously had Dark tendencies, inclinations nobody ever knew about. See the sort all the time—they’ve got ideas, cravings even, but never get to act on ‘em. You-Know-Who used those to get him on side, offered him something no decent wizard was ever going to. We reckon Rookwood took the Dark Mark some time in the sixties, not sure on the year. It ain’t like the Death Eaters kept records, is it?”

“Rookwood passed information from the Department to You-Know-Who for years. He was one of the Death Eaters’ most useful—and highly placed—spies. More than that, from what we’ve been told by other Death Eaters and other intelligence the Auror office was able to gather, Rookwood was personally responsible for some of the nastiest shit unleashed during the War. The muggleborns here won’t ever have heard of this since we struck it from all muggle records because it was so heinous, so vile, that it was impossible to cover up properly otherwise. But Rookwood was behind the Hull Massacre in ’78. Forty-nine Muggle children were rounded up and tortured using innovative new Dark spells of Rookwood’s invention. I won’t go into detail—the Board wouldn’t give permission. But Rookwood didn’t develop these spells out of nowhere.”

“The Auror office managed to trace—after the War, mind you—Rookwood to the disappearances of no less than seventeen muggle children over a ten year period leading up to 1978. He’d been researching, practising, testing these spells out for a decade while employed at the Department of Mysteries. Now, I ain’t been telling you lot this to make you upset or scared. That’s not my job, and I don’t want it to be,” said Moody. “But the story of Augustus Rookwood is a good one because it shows how even a ‘good’, ‘normal,’ ‘respectable’ wizard can be secretly Dark. This is why I say—and people mock me for it, but I ain’t dead yet so I must be doing something right—constant vigilance. The Dark is insidious, worms its way in where you’d never expect it to be.”

Moody stood up from where he leaned against his desk.

“And you know what’s even worse? We may never have caught Rookwood. His identity was secret, not known to many Death Eaters at all. You know which Death Eater gave us his name? Igor Karkaroff. Aye, that’s right—Durmstrang’s headmaster, the very same man sat in the Great Hall at breakfast this morning and every other morning since he arrived here. Not through any altruism on his part, mind you—he just wanted to save his own arse, didn’t he? Managed it, too. But when I think that there might be others out there we did never catch, it makes my skin crawl. So let the story of Augustus Rookwood be a lesson to you—sometimes the Darkest wizards blend right in.”

Harry wrote down everything Moody had said, his stomach churning at the thought of a massacre so vile it couldn’t even be covered up with a muggle-friendly excuse. All those muggle families who’d never know the real reasons their children had gone missing. Never even knew they were dead, always hoping…

Even Rookwood’s own son, that first year Slytherin, who would have had to grow up with his father in Azkaban for crimes more abhorrent than all the other Death Eaters. Whispers from the more polite, pointed comments from the others. It couldn’t have been easy.

Harry put up his hand to ask a question.

“Aye?” said Moody, nodding towards Harry, his electric blue fixed on Harry’s face.

“How did Voldemort know to target people like Rookwood, if they’ve never shown any signs of Darkness? Wouldn’t it be quite risky for him to do it?” Harry asked. “Especially earlier on, when he was trying to keep everything a secret.” He ignored the gasps – mainly from the Hufflepuff side of the room since they weren’t as used to it – at his mention of Voldemort’s actual name.

“Aye, good question,” said Moody. “You might think he did his research, had good reasons for everyone he approached… but the truth is, You-Know-Who tried to recruit just about every pureblood and a good deal of the halfbloods, too. He even tried to recruit your dad, Potter, though the Lord only knows what he was thinking there. Cast a wide enough charm and you’ll catch something with it, I suppose. I heard tell he even tried to recruit your mum, though that would have been a rarity.”

Harry hadn’t known Voldemort had tried to recruit his father. It made a certain sort of sense. His mother, though… that was strange. More than strange. He scribbled a note onto his parchment to look it up later.

“Moving on,” said Moody, “let’s talk about the Lestranges—Bellatrix and Rodolphus. We can talk about Rabastan another time. We’ll go in-depth tomorrow like I said, so for now, an overview of their activities during the War. Bellatrix Lestrange—that one’s mum’s sister,” Moody said with a jerky point towards Draco, “was one of You-Know-Who’s top Death Eaters. Maybe even the most important. Contrary to what we saw with Rookwood, Bellatrix Lestrange showed all of the signs of being a Dark witch from a very young age. ‘Course, with a family like hers, a lot was kept secret and only came out later. But if we go through the list, we can see that young Bellatrix Black as she was then ticks off every one: a fondness for hurting small animals—she was caught while at school torturing rats in the dungeons as ‘Defence practise’; a talent for and propensity towards manipulation of others, visible in her activities throughout her life including while at school; a chronic lack of remorse for anything she’s done, we saw from her statements during her trial; a delight for Dark magic and the list goes on and on.”

Moody paused.

“I could—and will, tomorrow—spend hours detailing just why Bellatrix Lestrange is one of the worst Dark witches to have ever been produced on these islands. Maybe anywhere. But today we’ll discuss in brief. Now, again, nothing like Rookwood, Lestrange’s role in the Death Eater organisation was known from very early on. She was part of the second generation of Death Eaters but rose quickly to become the ‘Dark Lord’s’ top enforcer and lieutenant when his first lot of followers lost their shine.”

Moody went to continue his lecture, but Draco interrupted him.

“Professor,” Draco said, his arm in the air.

Harry glanced back at him. Draco almost never asked questions in lessons, and certainly not in Defence with Professor Moody. Usually, Harry thought that was because Draco thought it beneath him, but drawing attention to himself in Moody’s lessons seemed suicidal. Moody seemed just as shocked at Draco’s sudden desire to contribute to the lesson as Harry was.

“Got something wrong, have I?” said Moody, his remaining eyebrow raised.

“No, Professor,” said Draco, his voice steady and his tone quite unlike his usual drawl. “I wanted to ask a question. What happened to the Dark Lord’s original followers? Most of them are never mentioned in the history books or even the trial records. Why was someone like Bellatrix Lestrange allowed to rise so high when there should have been more than enough loyalists to fill any gaps from the Dark Lord’s closest followers? The ones who had been with him longest, I mean.”

Moody remained silent for a few moments, both of his eyes focused on Draco. He leaned forward, stared for a while, and then he nodded. He leaned back against his desk.

“We know that the first generation of Death Eaters, strictly speaking, weren’t involved in the War. I’ve got to be careful answering this, mind, since some of the things I could say would actually be slanderous, since we weren’t able to get enough evidence to convict. But some of them ended up being respectable family men, men of good standing in their communities—and You-Know-Who wanted to use that, so he didn’t lean on them for less savoury things.” He paused, clearly thinking through how to word his statements so that he couldn’t be accused of slander.

“The Auror office has… reason to believe… that some of these early Death Eaters brought their kids in to serve You-Know-Who instead of them. I’d name names but we weren’t ever able to prove a direct…” Moody shrugged. “Others he discarded like bits of rubbish—like Hannibal Avery, who was Kissed for the murder of Amaranthus Boake which he sure as shit didn’t actually do. And he got paranoid later on, see—all Dark wizards get there eventually. So You-Know-Who had to recruit younger, newer blood. Wizards and witches ready to risk it all on raids, young enough not to worry about consequences.”

“As to why Bellatrix Lestrange specifically… She was talented and obsessively loyal to the cause. Now, I ain’t saying I approve, but Bellatrix Lestrange was good. A near-psychotic danger to everyone around her, but she was a witch of rare talent. A real terror in a fight, let me tell you—point to any number of scars on me and it’s her who gave them to me. But the Auror office first got an eye on Lestrange after the Battle of Gamp’s Bottom, one of the earliest skirmishes in the War proper. Before Gamp’s Bottom You-Know-Who had kept to the shadows, his Death Eaters making precise, strategic strikes on targets, engaging in raids—typical shadow war stuff, yeah?”

“Gamp’s Bottom was supposed to be another secret raid on a wizard—William Whitefeather, a pureblood wizard whose crime was bringing his muggle wife to live in Gamp’s Bottom. At the time, Gamp’s Bottom had no muggles or squibs living in it. You-Know-Who wanted to send a message. So he sent in a young lot of Death Eaters led by Rodolphus Lestrange for a nice bit of muggle torture. They didn’t expect to be met with any resistance, but a vigilante group had already moved the family out of the house before the Death Eaters arrived. What followed was a proper battle. We’ll go into more detail tomorrow, but of the five Death Eaters sent in, only Bellatrix and her husband Rodolphus survived, largely due to Bellatrix’s actions that night. The Lestranges were identified by Aurors leaving the scene, and from then on, both of them were utterly devoted to the Dark Lord’s cause. So really, there wasn’t anyone better.”

Throughout his answer to Draco Moody hadn’t once looked away from the boy, not even with his electric blue eye that usually whizzed about looking anywhere and everywhere.

“That answer your question, Malfoy?”

Draco nodded.  Moody pulled out a little pocket watch from his robe pocket and then frowned.

“Yes, Professor. But I had another question—”

 “Save it for tomorrow. We ain’t got much time left and I wanted to at least cover Crouch Junior this morning.”

Draco didn’t seem pleased by the brush off, but Moody went on ahead in his lecture regardless. Harry listened half-heartedly, manging to write down some of what sounded most important, but he couldn’t stop glancing over at Draco, whose face alternated between a picture of serenity and barely concealed rage.

At the end of the lesson Draco hurried away with the rest of the Slytherins on their way to a double Potions session with Snape but broke away from the group near the Entrance Hall. Harry watched him go, and then decided to follow.

“Er, tell Snape I had to—ah, I had to nip to the loos,” Harry said to Theodore. “Proper emergency. Won’t be long.”

Then Harry followed Draco at a reasonable distance, slow and careful not to be seen. He thought perhaps he should start bringing his Invisibility Cloak more places with him. Draco didn’t use the main staircase as he went back up through the castle. Instead, he ducked into hidden passages and lesser used corridors with access stairs, most of which Harry had never had any cause to use before. Some of them were poky and narrow, places Harry didn’t think were really meant for general use, but they led to the same sort of exquisitely decorated, expansive corridors and halls found in the rest of the castle. Many of them were new to Harry.

Draco – and Harry after him – passed by a few other students, mainly stragglers on their way to lessons, but Draco had picked a route through the castle that seemed little used by its denizens and so there weren’t very many others at all. Draco appeared unconcerned with being seen, at least not when he wasn’t about to enter a concealed doorway or passage, which made it rather a lot easier for Harry to follow without the aid of his Cloak.

Harry followed Draco into one thin passageway that wound upwards and assumed that Draco was once again going to wherever he went on the seventh floor. The passage split in two halfway along, with Draco nowhere to be found. After a brief moment’s hesitation, Harry took the leftward turn that kept him moving upwards.

The passage terminated on the fifth floor adjacent to the main landing. Once Harry reached the main stair he saw that Draco had decided to use it to access the seventh floor, so Harry waited a few moments and then followed.

What’s on the seventh floor? Harry wondered. As far as Harry knew, there were very few things on the seventh floor for students to be interested in, especially Slytherins. There was Trelawney’s Divination classroom, her quarters, and her office; everyone said Gryffindor House was somewhere there, perhaps in one of its four towers; a handful of classrooms; and a gallery overlooking a paved courtyard – none of which sounded particularly relevant to Draco. Harry thought that meant Draco must have found some kind of secret chamber, or at the very least a passage to a hidden chamber.

For what purpose, Harry could only speculate. But he didn’t think it innocent.

When Draco reached the same corridor Harry had lost him before – the one with the tapestry of the dancing trolls set opposite a bare wall – he looked around before doing anything else. Harry ducked behind a statue and kept watch, determined this time not to lose Draco. Draco glanced towards each end of the corridor, then eventually paced along it from one end to the other three times. Then he disappeared into a new door opposite the tapestry, which vanished as soon as Draco had used it.

Harry waited a few moments and then made his way to where the door had been just before. Harry tapped at the wall and found that it wasn’t a false wall – at least, not that he could tell. There was no indication that the wall could reveal a door. Harry tapped it with his wand, but nothing happened.

Draco walked up and down the corridor three times, Harry remembered. Harry copied him, but nothing happened. He tried it again, this time thinking about manifesting a doorway, but again nothing happened.

There’s got to be some trick to it, Harry thought. Something Harry wasn’t getting, something Draco had thought, perhaps. A strange sort of password for a door, one that didn’t have any words, but then, that wasn’t so strange at Hogwarts. Not when there were rooms that only opened if you tickled a pear.

Harry glanced at his watch. He was nearly twenty minutes late to Potions with the Ravenclaws, which was salvageable if he really leaned on having an upset stomach. He would have skipped it, but this year Tracey was his partner and Harry didn’t want to leave her to do the whole potion alone.

Harry sighed and headed back down towards the dungeons, secure in that knowledge that he at least knew where Draco was going, even if he didn’t know how he got there. That was something.

Harry made it back to the dungeons in good time using the direct passage he’d discovered the last time he followed Draco and stopped only briefly to dust himself off before entering the Potions classroom.

“I’m really sorry I’m late, Professor,” Harry said, hoping that he sounded appropriately contrite, “but I had an, er, toilet emergency.”

A few of his classmates snickered at that, but Harry didn’t mind. It was a good lie because it was embarrassing. Snape, however, didn’t seem particularly convinced.

“Detention this evening for lateness, Potter,” Snape said eventually. “After dinner. Now get to work—this potion is difficult enough without you causing more work for Miss Davis.”

“Er, yes,” said Harry. “Sorry, Professor.”

He crossed the potions laboratory to take his seat next to Tracey at their workbench.

“You okay?” whispered Tracey as Harry tried to get up to speed.

“Yeah, yeah, it’s fine,” Harry said. “Sorry I’m late, I was just… er, well you heard,” he said. He didn’t want to tell Tracey what he was doing, or what he thought about the Malfoys and their connection to Voldemort’s current plans just yet. He wanted something more concrete before he said anything to anyone, even though Tracey knew more about anything than anyone else. “What do you need me to do?”

“Chop these and crush those,” said Tracey, gesturing to two separate piles of ingredients on their bench. “We’re running a bit behind because it was just me here,” she said, “but now that you’re back we should be able to catch up!”

“Right, okay,” said Harry. He forced thoughts about Voldemort and the Malfoys out of his head, and instead set to work on the tasks Tracey had had to do on her own. By the end of the lesson they’d just about managed to produce a passable potion, and Harry placed a vial of it onto the rack on Snape’s desk just as the lesson ended.

Snape stopped Harry just before he got out of the door.

“Detention this evening, Potter! Don’t forget.”

Harry stopped at the threshold to the classroom and nodded at Snape.

“Of course, Professor.”

Then he left with the rest of his friends on their way to lunch, the seeds of a plan germinating in his mind. Harry would bring his Invisibility Cloak to the detention, then use it to go and figure out how the chamber on the seventh floor worked.

Harry thought perhaps being late to Potions had worked out better than he could have expected, then, given this new opportunity. Detention with Snape would be awful, but it did give him an excuse to be out of the Common Room after hours…

*

After dinner finished Harry reported to Snape’s office. He took his schoolbag with him even though he knew Snape rarely assigned lines, purely so he had somewhere to hide his Invisibility Cloak. Harry knocked on the door and waited to be called inside.

“You may enter.”

The door opened and Harry stepped inside. Snape’s office was much the same as it had been the previous year – spartan and almost completely devoid of personal touches. A perfectly functional space that betrayed nothing of the man who sat in it.

Except a proclivity for bland decoration, Harry supposed.

“I’m here for detention, Professor,” Harry said.

“Very well. Follow me, Potter,” Snape said. He stood up from his desk and led Harry to one of the potions prep rooms along the Potions corridor. He ushered Harry inside and then closed the door behind them.

“I would not usually trust such tasks to students on a detention,” Snape said, “as they are ordinarily lacking in skill or sense—but you possess some … small … amount of proficiency with potioncraft and it is a task which I need done.” Snape gestured to a series of small boxes set atop the large prep workbench at the centre of the room. “I wish for you to prepare these ingredients for use in first-year classes. It is a task requiring no more than an adequate grasp of second year potions skills, which you have shown yourself to possess. You may leave when you have finished.”

That had quite possibly been the most complimentary Snape had ever been about Harry’s performance in Potions. It still wasn’t much, but it was more than Harry had expected.

“Er—thanks, Professor. I’ll just get started then, shall I?”

Snape turned and left Harry alone in the prep room, slamming the door shut behind him. Harry stared at the door for a while after Snape left, drawn back to the conversation he’d overheard between the Potions Master and Igor Karkaroff at Christmas time. Somewhere on Snape’s arm was the Dark Mark, Voldemort’s brand that signified he’d been a Death Eater.

Is he still a Death Eater? Harry wondered. Nobody knew. Concrete information on Severus Snape and his role in the War was difficult to find, and Harry had certainly tried to find it. Some said he was a Death Eater; some said he was a spy amongst the Death Eaters; others that he was a spy for the Death Eaters. Dumbledore seemed content to trust Snape, but from where Harry was sat Dumbledore often made strange decisions for all sorts of obscure reasons. Dumbledore could know Snape was a still a Death Eater and still keep him on the staff for perfectly good Dumbledorian reasons.

It’s not like I’ll figure it out sat here, though, is it? thought Harry.

With a sigh Harry went to look inside the boxes to see what he needed to get done before he could go and look for the secret room on the seventh floor.

He pulled open one box to find it stuffed to bursting with dead toads. ‘Toads for pickling’, Harry read with a grimace. He tackled the next box. ‘Pixie wings for grinding’, apparently. After looking at all of the tasks he had to do, Harry reckoned it would take him perhaps two and half hours to get all the jobs done.

He set about getting all his assigned tasks done as quickly as possible. Pickling toads was easy enough – he just had to dump them into the pickling fluid and seal them up, preferably without spilling anything over his robes. Grinding up pixie wings was a bit more laborious but still ultimately simple work, although plucking out newts’ eyes without bursting them was more of a challenge. Harry finished a bit after nine o’clock, packed everything away, and then left the prep room. He checked first to see if anyone was around, then ducked into a dark alcove to don his Invisibility Cloak.

Harry had been thinking of how to access the secret chamber on the seventh floor for most of the day. There was obviously some trick to it, or a password of some kind, as was the case with every secret or concealed passage or room in Hogwarts. Draco had walked up and down the corridor three times and a door had appeared; when Harry tried the same thing, nothing had happened.

Harry had ideas about why that had happened, of course. Perhaps the room could only be used by a single person at a time; maybe there was a password to say or think as well; maybe any number of things, some more esoteric than others. But Draco had obviously figured out how to gain access to the room, or at the very least someone else had who had then told Draco, so Harry didn’t think it was an impossible task.

Fortunately Harry had his Cloak and an abundance of time to try and figure it out. He set off for the secret passage direct to the seventh floor he’d found following Draco while he mulled over how to get into the room.

Harry paused when he heard a voice near the dungeon level boys’ toilets. It was probably a prefect, maybe two, and he didn’t want to risk being caught even though invisible.

“…nothing to eat… no speakers… so lonely…”         

No, Harry thought, not a prefect at all. The snake.

Although Harry did very much want to figure out what Draco was doing on the seventh floor, he also wanted to find the snake. The secret snake that lived in the dungeons and had, apparently, spoken to people before. He agonised over the decision for a few moments until he decided to follow the snake. The seventh floor was going nowhere, after all, and Harry had lost the snake before. And it was always hungry, so might even die if he didn’t find it.

“…wait, wait, wait… I have waited so long… where is my speaker?”

The snake was moving upwards, as far as Harry could tell, roughly in the direction of the kitchens.

How’s it moving about, then? Harry wondered. He didn’t think it was slithering about the hallways and corridors. He’d never heard anyone in the entire castle ever mentioning seeing snakes roaming about, only spiders and the occasional mouse. Or rat, Harry thought, remembering Wormtail.

Harry wondered if it was moving through gaps in the walls and floors, although he didn’t think there were any of those in the dungeons, just solid stone. Elf passages, maybe? Harry wished he had a map of the castle.

Harry rushed towards the little passage which led from the dungeons to the cellars. It opened up close to the kitchens themselves, and Slytherins often used it to go and grab a night-time snack from the elves using a route teachers didn’t ordinarily patrol. Tonight, however, Harry used it to follow his unseen snake.

The snake didn’t stick around near the kitchens for long. Fortunately it seemed quite talkative, at least as far as snakes went, so Harry had some idea of where it was going. It was lonely, perhaps. Wanted someone to speak to.

“…don’t want to sleep anymore…” 

The snake kept moving upwards, hissing its complaints and worries as it went. Unfortunately for Harry there was no convenient hidden stair leading from the cellars to the castle’s ground floor, so he had to set off at a quick pace towards the main staircase up from the lower levels.

Harry followed the snake up from the Entrance Hall, through a winding path on the first floor that went through a series of different spaces, and then up once more to the second floor.

“…back to the nest, alone…”

Harry recoiled as he stepped into a puddle of fetid water. He caught the tail-end of the snake’s monologue as he entered the disused and damp corridor.

“…so hungry…” 

Harry tiptoed through the puddles of water lining the unpleasant abandoned hallway until he reached the doorway which was the source of all the water. Harry paused before going any further. Everyone knew about the haunted girls’ toilet on the second floor, and everyone also knew to avoid it. All of the girls said that they would rather be late for lessons than ever use Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom. But the snake had gone quiet once it reached the approximate location of the haunted toilet, so Harry thought perhaps its nest was in one of the toilets.

He took a deep breath and went inside. With any luck, the ghost inside would be off doing whatever ghosts did at night, and Harry could have a look around unmolested. Once inside Harry pulled the Invisibility Cloak’s hood down so it wouldn’t get dripped on.

The bathroom looked like any of Hogwarts’s other bathrooms, just with a layer of grim overlaid upon everything as it seemed even the house elves avoided it. A few inches of water covered the floor, and Harry heard the drip-drip-drip of several leaky taps. One of the toilets seemed stuck on the flush, and spewed water into the rest of the room.

That’ll be why it’s wet, then, Harry thought. What a pleasant place for a piss…

Harry pictured a snake in his mind and then attempted to speak Parseltongue.

“I’m looking for a snake. Is there one in here?” Harry asked. Parseltongue was instinctive to him when he was looking at a snake, but otherwise, Harry had no idea whether or not he was speaking the language.

A keening wail sounded from one of the toilet stalls. The blurred form of a ghost shot out of the toilet stall and whizzed around Harry, eventually coming to a stop right in front of Harry’s face.

“Just who do you think you are coming in here and hissing like that!” screeched the ghost – Moaning Myrtle, Harry assumed, although he’d never met her before. “Well? Well?”

Harry banished thoughts of snakes from his mind so he could speak in English.

“Er, look, I’m really sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean to, er, intrude on your…” He paused. What would he say? ‘Sorry I interrupted your unlife, but…’ “I was just looking for…”

“Sorry? Sorry? You’re sorry that you came in here to disturb my death?” cried Myrtle, once again circling around Harry. “Poor despicable Myrtle, can’t even cry about her own death in peace! Well? Are you here to remind me of how I died? Laugh at the silly dead girl?”

“Er, no, no!” said Harry. He backed away from Myrtle slowly. “Nothing like that at all! I don’t even know how you … died… and I’d never just come in here to, er, laugh at you.”

Myrtle didn’t seem especially convinced, but she did at least stop screaming, which Harry counted as a win. If only she’d stop whirling about…

“Then why did you come in here hissing like that?” she questioned. “And do you know you’re mostly invisible?”

“Er, yeah—I’m invisible on purpose,” Harry said. “And I was just looking for a snake, actually, that’s why I was hissing. It wasn’t to… You haven’t seen one, have you?” He wanted to get Myrtle off the topics that clearly distressed her and onto something which might result in less shouting and crying. And which also involved the snake he’d followed – perhaps unwisely – into the haunted girls’ toilet.

“A snake?” said Myrtle as she whizzed around the bathroom and ended up back in front of Harry. “There aren’t any snakes in my toilet,” she declared. Then she did a little loop as she thought about something else. “But there used to be a boy, he was a Slytherin like you, who came in here hissing sometimes. That’s why I thought…”

Now that was something that interested Harry. Another Parselmouth at Hogwarts? Ghosts had a poor sense of the passage of time, Harry knew, so Myrtle could have been talking about someone long dead or someone she’d seen that very morning.

“Really? When was the last time he came in here?” Harry asked. The only other Parselmouth Harry knew of within living memory – with the possible exception of Harry’s own mother – was Voldemort, which would make the undead wizard the snake’s ‘speaker’. A Slytherin boy couldn’t have been Harry’s mother, so it had to have been Voldemort.

“The day I died!” screamed Myrtle, right into Harry’s face. She retreated to her toilet stall and hid inside the U-bend.

That didn’t go quite how I wanted it, Harry thought with a frown. But at least the hysterical ghost had gone and Harry could have a little look around the bathroom just in case there was a snake lurking somewhere.

But there wasn’t, not in any of the toilet stalls or around the drains or anywhere Harry could see. Although Harry was very interested in the hissing Slytherin Myrtle had seen the day she died, the ghost didn’t appear to be taking visitors any longer, so Harry pulled up his hood and left the bathroom.

He hadn’t managed to figure out how to open the secret room on the seventh floor, and he hadn’t even found the snake that had distracted him from his earlier goal. Still, he couldn’t help but feel he’d achieved something that night even if he wasn’t sure what yet.

Harry returned to the dungeons, narrowly avoiding Filch on patrol with his cat in the Entrance Hall and stuffed his Invisibility Cloak into his bag before entering the Common Room. It was late, but still early enough that none of his dorm mates had gone to bed yet.

Harry joined his friends at a table in the Common Room.

“Detention go well?” asked Blaise.

“Snape had me pickling toads,” Harry said. “Only just finished. What are we up to here?”

“Theodore’s trouncing me at chess,” said Blaise, nodding towards the game on the table. “Honestly I was about to quit.”

“No need,” said Theodore, “I’ve just won. See?”

“Ugh, great,” said Blaise. “I don’t want to play again.”

“Harry? Chess?”

“Er, yeah, alright,” said Harry.

He spent the remainder of the night until bedtime getting beaten at chess by Theodore, although the only thing Harry could really concentrate on were his thoughts on how Draco’s behaviour, and the snake in the dungeons, could relate to Voldemort and his plans.
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    Chapter 26 – Fun and Games
As much as Harry wanted to devote time to the many mysteries he found surrounding himself, he couldn’t. Snakes in the dungeons could – would have to – wait; Draco was strange, but also stuck at school. Not only did Harry have a full set of lessons to attend, he needed to practise for the upcoming second round of the speed race, and on top of that Hooch was putting on hazard training. That would have been enough to be getting on with, but Harry had Duelling Club with Flitwick, and extra sparring practise with Tracey.

It was almost enough to make him regret some of his choices.

But only almost.

After all, Harry felt like flying was a thrill like none other he’d ever had, and duelling was the best test of his abilities outside of actual combat. No, what Harry regretted was not having a Time-Turner so he could get more hours in and still muck around with his friends.

“You are going to come and watch the Charms Club demonstrational after lessons tomorrow, aren’t you, Harry?” Daphne said on Thursday evening as they all sat around the study desks in the Common Room doing homework. “I know you’re very busy but I think it would do you some good to relax for a little while.” She paused. “You don’t have to, but…”

“What she means is,” Millicent said, interrupting, “she wants you to, and she’ll be upset if you don’t.”

“I, er—” said Harry. He’d been about to decline – politely – but he thought the better of it. Daphne had been there to watch all of Harry’s events, and even if the Charms Club demonstrational wasn’t technically speaking a Triwizard Tournament event, it would be churlish to decline.

And Tracey was making eyes at him from behind Daphne, so he knew declining the invitation was the wrong thing to do, socially speaking.

“Of course I’ll come,” Harry said instead. “What is it you’re demonstrating?”

“Summoner’s Court,” Daphne said. “It’s a team competition between the three schools. Just a little bit of fun. Miss Evergloam arranged it.”

Harry nodded.

They’d played games on the Summoner’s Court before, of course. Most often during Charms lessons, but Harry knew some students played recreationally. And Charms Club was always putting on little competitions between students – although Harry didn’t usually participate. Not his sort of thing.

Not the most exciting thing to watch, either, in Harry’s opinion… but that was beside the point.

“What time is it?”

“Oh, just after lessons. It shouldn’t go on long—it’s not like your events!” Daphne said. “But we—Charms Club, I mean—were a bit worried no one would come. Can you imagine?”

“Nobody would ever skip Summoner’s Court,” drawled Blaise. “So there’s nothing at all to worry about. There’ll be crowds all the way to Hogsmeade, I bet.”

Harry ignored Blaise.

“That would be embarrassing,” Harry said. “Don’t worry—I’ll be there. I’ll ask Ernie and Justin and Susan to come, too.”

“Bones is in Charms Club with me, actually,” Daphne said, “so they’ll probably be there anyway! But thank you so much—you can be really sweet sometimes! Now, who’s got an answer for Vector’s last problem? I can’t figure out whether I need…”

And that was the rest of Harry’s night. They spent the remainder of the evening, right up to curfew, working on homework together.

The next day, even though Daphne had said they were probably already going, Harry checked in with Ernie too. It was the least he could do. Daphne had been right, of course, but Harry felt better for asking. After lessons he joined the rest of his friends as they trudged out onto the grounds, past the fountain garden, and towards the Summoner’s Court for the Charms Club demonstrational.

The Charms Club members – from first to fifth year – were already there, arranged a neat column in front of the platform that served as the game area. Their counterparts from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang were in attendance, too, sorted into columns of their own. The spectators, a mixed group of students from all three schools as well as a handful of teachers and other staff, were directed to form a circle around the Summoner’s Court platform. Harry and his friends from Slytherin took up a spot near to the Hufflepuffs.

Looking around, Harry thought the demonstrational reasonably well attended. Not quite heaving, mind, but there were enough people there that no one should have been embarrassed at the turnout. None of the three headmasters were there, but Harry recognised Durmstrang’s flying instructor and the duelling teacher from Beauxbatons along with Flitwick and Miss Evergloam.

“Good afternoon, everybody!” said Miss Evergloam, her voice magically enhanced. She stumbled through greetings in German and French, then went back to English. She sounded a bit nervous to Harry. Not quite her usual bubbly self.

The crowd, Harry assumed.

“Today, the Charms Club of Hogwarts has put on a friendly little competition. Um. Thank you all—my counterparts in the other schools, I mean—for agreeing to play. The game is one everyone should already know—Summoner’s Court. I’m told it’s a bit different everywhere it’s played, but the basic idea is really simple, so… we’ll just get on with it!” Miss Evergloam said. “We’ve got two skill levels here—the lower years will be working with Levitation Charms, and the uppers with Summoning and Banishing Charms. For anyone who’s unfamiliar, I’ll just go over the rules. Um. The game is really simple—you need to get the coloured balls from where they start at the far end of the Court to one of the zones along the court. You get the most points if the ball lands in the zone closest to me. Um. You don’t get any points if the ball goes over the edge. Even if you still have control over the charm. It’s, um, it’s really a test of your skill and finesse with charms, so… well, let’s just get started.”

Harry had been awful at it when they’d first started the previous year with the Levitation Charm. He’d been too aggressive, and the balls went flying off into the distance. After that, he hadn’t volunteered himself during Charms lessons outside, and hadn’t played recreationally, either.

But Charms Club apparently played quite often, so Harry had high hopes that the demonstrational wouldn’t be too boring.

A selection of first years from Hogwarts came up to the platform first, which went about as well as Harry would have expected from first years – not very.

The Weasley girl, the one in Slytherin, stepped up for her go at it. She strode across the summoner’s platform as if no one was watching, and took up a position in the middle.

“Wingardium leviosa!” she said, loud and clear, wand pointed right at one of the blue balls that represented Hogwarts. It rose up into the air with only a few wobbles, and then Weasley drew it towards herself slowly.

The problem was – which Harry knew well from his own attempts at the game – maintaining control over the Levitation Charm while manoeuvring a heavy ball into place on the platform was quite difficult. Especially for a first year without much experience in magic.

Although Weasley didn’t seem to have that problem. She moved the ball steadily across the platform and brought it down slowly.

Unfortunately for Weasley, she lost control over the charm right at the end, and the ball rolled backwards into the penultimate zone.

“Oh, what a shame!” said Miss Evergloam. “Nearly a perfect cast! Well, that’s a good number of points, anyway. Well done, Miss Weasley! Next up, we’ll have the Durmstrang second years!”

The Durmstrang seconds years managed a lot better than the Hogwarts first years. More practise with magic in general, and Levitation Charms in particular, Harry assumed. It seemed a bit unfair to match up the first years against second years who’d been hand-selected to travel to a foreign country to participate in the Tournament, but Harry supposed it was to give them something to do with the Tournament.

It was a decent enough afternoon out on the grounds, anyway, even if it was a bit chilly in the January air.

Evergloam had mixed the various skill levels up, so it wasn’t a straight go of watching first and second years fumble the balls. Some of the uppers were quite skilful in their Summoning and Banishing, achieving control Harry hadn’t thought possible. Flitwick had only given a brief lesson on the Summoning Charm to his second years – as context for their forays into Banishing Charms more than anything else – but Harry had assumed a successful cast always resulted in the summoned object hurtling towards one’s hand.

Apparently not.

Shafiq, the fourth-year Slytherin prefect, summoned his ball and had it roll smoothly across the platform. The uppers had to contend with all sorts of barriers – some static, some not – on their goes at the Court, but Shafiq guided the ball around each of them until it came to a perfect stop at the end. A nice outing of his skill, Harry supposed, after the disastrous round of duelling he’d suffered through.

And so the afternoon went. Various members of Charms Club, along with selected students from the other two schools, faced one another on the Summoner’s Court. Someone was even keeping score, although Harry didn’t find it exciting enough to care about that. It didn’t count towards the Triwizard totals, anyway.

But it was nice standing about with his friends.

Eventually, it was Susan’s turn at the platform.

“Some of our second years have been working really hard in Charms Club this year,” Evergloam said, “and they’ve managed to learn the Summoning Charm well enough to give it a go here! So that’s what we’re going to do next.”

Susan strode forward. Almost without hesitation she cast the Summoning Charm at one of the big, blue balls.

“Accio!” she said. The ball lifted from its setting and shot towards her. Harry thought she’d bungled it… until it stopped midway and dropped into a roll. It stopped just short of the final zone on the court, avoiding all of the obstacles in its way.

Susan stood there on the platform smiling. It wasn’t perfect – it had missed the final zone – but it was a pretty good result, Harry thought.

And, admittedly, it was better than Harry had ever managed in his attempts at the game, even just using the Levitation Charm.

“Oh, well done, Miss Bones!” said Miss Evergloam.

They alternated schools and years after that until it was Daphne’s turn. Unlike Susan, Daphne was stood at the platform on the far end of the court.

“We have a second year next who’s been practising all year with her Banishing Charms, so she’s going to give that part of the game a go!” announced Miss Evergloam.

Once everything was sorted out, Daphne stepped forward and took up a position next to the ball she’d chosen. There were nine balls on the court, three of each colour, all mixed in together. Daphne chose the blue one in the very middle of the set.

“Depulso!” she said, brandishing her wand. The ball rolled away from the rest, but far slower than Harry was used to from a banished object. Banishment was a key part of the second year curriculum, so Harry had performed the spell several times, but in his experience it had sent things flying across the room at speed.

Daphne had far more control.

She guided the ball past the thick barrier midway through the platform, then ended the Banishing Charm just as the ball fell into place at the final zone of the platform. When Daphne saw the ball wasn’t going to fall off the edge, she clasped her hands together primly and smiled, the butterfly clip in her hair flapping its wings.

Turn over, Daphne went to stand with the other members of Charms Club. The demonstrational didn’t last too long after that, and it all wrapped up with more than enough time to get ready for dinner. As they walked back to the castle, Susan and Daphne joined the group.

“You did so well!” Tracey said as they walked over the exterior walkway which led to Central Hall. “I’m rubbish at Summoner’s Court, but you made it look so easy!”

“We do a lot of practise in Charms Club,” Susan said. “Otherwise I don’t think we’d be very good at it either. Well, I wouldn’t be, anyway. If you want, maybe we can have a match in the summer. It’s much nicer when it’s warm.”

“Ooh, maybe!” said Tracey. “After the duelling, mind, since I’m so busy with that. I think I would have joined Charms Club this year if I wasn’t doing that—Daph did ask, but there’s just no time…”

The group kept up a conversation until they reached Central Hall with its great fountain, where Susan, Ernie, and Justin left the group.

“We’ve got to get to the Library,” Ernie explained. “Have some last-minute Alchemy homework to do. See you after the speed race tomorrow?”

“Yeah, definitely,” Harry said.

The Hufflepuffs left, and the Slytherins made their way to the dungeons from the Central Hall entrance.

“You know, that Macmillan isn’t that bad once you get used to him,” Blaise said on their way to the Common Room. “I used to think he was a bit… you know, but he’s alright.”

“Ernie’s a good mate,” Harry said. “We had a good afternoon at the Quidditch, didn’t we, Theodore?”

But Theodore wasn’t listening. He was reading that big, thick book he carried around everywhere.

“He’s not listening,” said Blaise. “Typical. Well, are you ready for the race tomorrow? I heard from Ludmilla that Krum’s been working on some new manoeuvres…”

That drew Harry in. He’d been preparing for the second round of the speed race all week, and although the Charms Club demonstrational had been a nice diversion, was glad for the excuse to talk about flying again.

*

Saturday morning came, and with it, the second round of the free speed race. Six flyers had qualified for that – Krum, in first place; Harry, in second; Giovanna, in third; with two flyers from Beauxbatons in fourth and fifth place; with Draco taking the final spot in the semi-finals. Harry wasn’t worried about Draco: unlike in the duelling, where Draco was actually a formidable opponent, he was the least of Harry’s problems in the flying. His broom wasn’t professional quality, and his skill levels hadn’t improved nearly enough that year for him to compensate.

It was the others Harry had to worry about. The two from Beauxbatons, Harry knew he could beat, since he’d done it handily the first time. He just had to be aware of them.

But it was Krum Harry really wanted – needed – to beat. Krum, if left unchecked, would win the speed race. The speed race and the marathon were Krum’s only flying events, and it was clear to Harry that Krum wanted to win them. Probably needed to win them, even, or it would be an embarrassment for the professional flyer. The papers would have a right time of it.

But that wasn’t Harry’s concern.

To train against Krum and his tricks, Harry had managed to convince Ernie to get up into the air on his Nimbus to replicate the situations Krum had put Harry into. They’d even swapped, with Harry on the Nimbus and Ernie on the Firebolt, so Harry could try out his counters against a faster broom.

So as Harry stood at the starting line, broom in hand, that’s what he went over. Ways to stop Krum gaining a lead. Methods to cut his lead down if he did get one. Tricks, even, to gain an advantage.

Or at least that’s what he tried to do. In practise, he was distracted by the others at the starting podium.

“You were very tricky last time, Potter,” said the French girl. Autry, Harry thought her name was. Something Autry. It felt rude to ask. “But this time, I’m ready.”

“I hope so,” Harry said. “Otherwise you’ll lose.”

Harry wasn’t quite so blasé about her chances as he appeared, though. She rode a Firebolt, and quite well – it would be foolish to completely disregard her skills. But she wasn’t as much of a threat as Krum.

“Bit of fire in this one, isn’t there?” said her colleague from Beauxbatons. Something Serrano, Harry remembered. “You’re lucky you’ve got the skills to back up all this talk,” he said, smiling. “It’s not so bad if you beat me in this—speed racing is kid’s stuff. See us again in the hazards, yeah?” He nodded towards Harry’s broom. “That Firebolt of yours won’t be nearly as good in the K-stack.”

Well, that was fair enough. Harry looked over his competitors again and realised Serrano was right. Giovanna and Serrano would all be much more dangerous in the hazard races. Those brooms were just too agile.

But that was a problem for another month.

“Good luck, anyway,” Harry said. “I mean it. Last week was a good race—there were parts I did think I was going to lose to you.”

“Maybe this week you will,” said Autry. She shrugged. “I ‘ope so.”

By then, the officials had come around to set up the Whizzers, so the conversation ended there. Within minutes Bagman was providing his introductory commentary, and Harry focused on that.

“…second round of the free speed race!” Bagman was saying. “We’ve whittled down the competitors from the twelve who started last week to just six—and after today, there’ll be just three of them making their way to the finals next week! So, let’s get racing, shall we?” Bagman paused for effect. “On my count! Three, two, one—GO!”

Harry mounted his broom and shot into the sky. The speed course wasn’t quite the same as the first week’s, going through some different parts of the castle and starting in a different direction, but it was simple enough. It wound away from the stands, over the Forbidden Forest, and around the inner Hogwarts wall to start.

Easy enough.

It didn’t even go into the Forest, which Harry thought would have been better. More exciting, anyway.

He climbed higher to meet the first of the markers where it hung in the sky, motionless. As always, Krum was at the head of the pack. This time, though, Harry moved into second place easily. He knew the limitations of the Hayami, at least as they pertained to the speed race, and he could outfly its riders. Autry was a little more worrisome, but…

Harry shot through the first marker just behind Krum, then aimed for the second, the third. There was nothing especially tricky about the start of the course, just a straightforward approach to the markers as they led away from the stands.

Harry glanced ahead. Krum was only just in front. The markers over the Forest rotated gently, almost leisurely. Harry kept one eye on Krum as he considered the approach. He slowed. He’d need to time it right, so he didn’t clip the edges on the way in, but…

Giovanna shot past. Then Serrano. Both on Hayami ‘94s.

They wouldn’t need to consider the approach quite so much. They even made it past Krum, who’d – similarly – had to slow down to avoid clipping the marker edge.

But that was Harry’s chance.

He coaxed his broom forward, accelerated, and sped past Krum as close to the other flyer as was humanly possible.

For the first time, Krum was at the back of the pack.

Or not quite. Autry was just behind, and Draco trailed behind the faster brooms. But Krum was fourth. That was close enough Harry felt hopeful for the rest of the race.

He shot off after Giovanna and Serrano. The markers went over the tops of the tallest trees in the Forest, before dipping down to kiss the old stones of the Hogsmeade road. The descent would be the hardest part there – for the Firebolt, anyway – so Harry needed to maintain speed until the very last moment.

Through a marker.

Harry dipped down, cleared another.

Then up, up, up…

And down. A frenetic zigzag through the markers around the Forest’s trees, and then finally, he dropped into a steep dive. He caught up to Serrano, shot past him through the marker right at the bottom… and then jerked his broom handle upwards to cruise forward, parallel to the ground. Giovanna was ahead.

Krum gaining.

Up ahead the markers continued along the Hogsmeade road until it met the inner wall. That was where Giovanna would have the best advantage, Harry knew. The markers went along the top of the wall, but also along both sides. The Firebolt would have to slow down to avoid collisions, but the Hayami… well, that was what it was made for. So Harry pushed his broom forwards.

If could just crowd Giovanna out, get her to veer away so Harry could just—

Krum came hurtling past. Like a streak of Bulgarian lightning he shot past Harry, who jerked the broom upwards to avoid a collision. He kept going right at Giovanna, gaining ground until she did a pirouette to avoid him.

Krum tackled the markers along the wall, but by then Harry had to look away. Focus on his own broom.

Krum had sent him off course. He could recover, but Serrano was right on his tail, and Autry had caught up. He’d need some careful flying to…

Serrano came past. He zipped along the top of the wall, dipping down to either side when the markers dictated, leaving Harry far behind.

“Shit,” Harry swore. He couldn’t afford to take his time. He pushed his broom forward faster than he’d have liked. Three markers along the top of the wall, stationary. He cleared them. Then dipped down to the inner side of the wall, cleared another two… and then up, up, up and looped around to go through the next. It went like that along the inner wall until it looped back around the to gatehouse.

Harry passed through each marker without a collision. Up ahead, near the lake, he saw Serrano and Giovanna trade places over the relatively simple course over the lake.

That’s my chance, he thought.

He accelerated. Nought to one fifty in ten seconds… and Harry would have cleared the lake. Would have enough time to zip around the boathouse and up along the stairs to the castle…

Harry aimed his broom between Giovanna and Serrano. Not only did he want to overtake, he needed them thrown off course, too. He just needed to keep his nerve up until the last moment.


  Three…


Giovanna glanced back. Moved closer to Serrano.


  Two…


Serrano, checking. Maintained his speed.


  One…


Harry forced himself to stay on track. They’d split. They had to.

At the very last moment, Serrano peeled off, and Giovanna dipped down.

Harry flew through the gap they left, right into the centre of the markers leading to the boathouse. He curled around and flew the wide arcs necessary to clear the markers around the boathouse and flew after Krum.

Easy, Harry thought.

The course was longer than the first round’s, but not more difficult. At least, Harry didn’t think so. It was just different. It wound around different towers, had spinning markers in different places, but was a speed race course all the same. The only tricky part was how they’d stuck markers in underneath bridges, or over the castle’s exterior walkways, but even that was manageable with a bit of forethought.

Harry sailed past the stands again, just behind Krum, to start the second lap.

It was easier the second time. Harry knew which twists and turns he had to worry about Serrano and Giovanna, and which parts had nice, smooth sailing for the Firebolts.

Both Harry and Krum sped off at the approach to the inner wall. The markers along the tops of the Forest were no hindrance at all for either of them. Across a flat path over the Forest Harry cut across Krum, did a little loop, and snatched the first place position.

Harry pushed his broom forward. He couldn’t afford a single wobble, not a moment’s hesitation. Not even at the wall, where the track got loopy. He had to keep pushing forward or otherwise—

Krum shot past like a madman. Harry rolled, jerked his broom up.

Clipped the edge of a marker.

“Oh, you twat!” Harry shouted after him. That was a speed penalty there. He could make it up by forcing Krum to make one, too… but where?

Think about that later, Harry reminded himself. He had to catch up to Krum first.

And keep ahead of Serrano, Autry, and Giovanna.

Easier said than done, but…

Harry flew on. He knew he’d lost some ground along the inner wall with its twists, turns, and loops, but could make it up again over the lake. No worries there. Even though Serrano came past him at the Hayami’s top speed, Harry ignored him.

Harry couldn’t afford another penalty. Not so late in the game, anyway.

So long as Giovanna didn’t—

Harry spun his broom as Giovanna came past.

Scratch that, he thought. Fourth place was salvageable, if he righted himself. Harry flew the rest of the course along the wall and over the lake, all the while thinking of where he could force Krum to make a penalty.

Up and around the boathouse. Along the winding stair that led to the castle interior. Up and around the tower, do a little loop and…

There, Harry thought. Under one of the castle’s exterior walkways were a set of markers, each one a different size to the last. There, underneath that bridge, Harry reckoned he could make Krum collide with a marker.

He just had to get aggressive.

He’d passed Giovanna, left her behind at the boathouse. Harry was within touching distance of Krum’s broom tail.

But that wasn’t close enough. Krum would have to slow down to pass under the bridge. Harry needed to be more of a madman than Krum was, and keep at top speed.

Harry pushed forward.

Mere seconds until they reached the bridge.

He angled his broom upwards just a touch. Flew closer to Krum.

Krum corrected course, moved just far enough away from Harry they couldn’t collide.

Harry moved closer.

Krum tilted away.

Harry followed.

Krum would break first. Harry knew it. He had to – even if Krum was mad enough to take the hit, which Harry thought he was, he’d have the professional contract to worry about. He couldn’t risk an injury for something like the speed race.

So Harry stuck at it. He inched closer and closer as they neared the bridge where the markers narrowed…

And Krum broke at the last second. Veered to the right, passing right through the marker’s edge as Harry sailed through its middle.

Harry didn’t stop to celebrate. Instead, he moved on. There were still tricky parts of the course left to navigate, and with Krum having made a penalty too, there was everything to play for. Harry kept pushing forwards, mindful that Krum was only fractions of a second behind him.

The two flyers cleared the second lap more or less at the same time. Behind them, Harry was dimly aware of Giovanna and Autry fighting for third place.

Harry kept pace with Krum. Most of the markers on the course were wide enough to fit two flyers at once, so Harry intended to stick to Krum like a Stickfast Hex.

He managed it too. Stuck right close to Krum along the Forest treetops, maintained his speed along the Hogsmeade road and even around the inner walls. The jerky zigzag around the boathouse was trickier, but having flown it twice already, Harry managed.

Under the bridge, where the markers narrowed, Krum even slowed down. Harry went right past. From there it wasn’t quite smooth sailing, as the course was windy and tricky and looped around several towers, but it easier than trying to trick Krum into a penalty.

Harry relaxed a little after that. He kept glancing back at Krum, kept flying a blocking pattern to prevent the Bulgarian Seeker from gaining a lead, but wasn’t as worried as he’d started out. He’d taken the lead. Sustained a lead over a great big section of castle, even. If he could keep it up—

Autry and Krum both came hurtling towards Harry at the Firebolt’s top speed of one hundred and fifty miles an hour.

There was nothing to do but coax his own Firebolt forward. Keep his nerve. Never waver. No hesitation. Only unceasing, relentless motion.


  Don’t think. Just do.


If Harry could maintain top speed – if he didn’t make any sharp turns, didn’t dip up or down – he could win. The last stretch back to the stands was simple enough. Standard array of markers, some stationary and some not. All of a basic size. Just a pleasant afternoon’s flight over the grounds.

Harry could do that. Ignore the crowd. Ignore the Whizzer as it followed him. Even ignore the mad Bulgarian and the determined French woman hot on his tail.

And definitely ignore the pretty Italian girl following them.

Harry zipped through a marker, then another – then another. He made good time, coaxed every last bit of speed from his Firebolt. A good wizard learned from his broom – and a good broom learned from its wizard. Harry knew he could push the Firebolt to the very edge of its technical specifications. Knew he could round the corner tight enough to maintain speed, knew, even that—


  Shit shit shit! Too wide!


Harry pulled in tighter, slowed just a touch… and allowed Krum and Autry to catch up. They flew almost as a trio, mere fractions of an inch between them.

Only seconds left in the course. Harry could see the stands. Could hear Bagman. Tuned it out anyway. There was no way he was going to come third. Second was pushing it.

Four markers left. Each one wobbled erratically, seemingly without pattern or method. Too narrow for all three flyers to fit through, Harry knew someone would have to break.

It wouldn’t be him.

But how do I…? Harry wondered.

Harry edged closer to Autry, tried to shake her confidence, make her wobble. She didn’t. Instead, Autry edged her own Firebolt closer to Harry.

Harry ducked down, then flew a loop up across Krum and Autry’s path. They both veered off, and Harry zipped away into the lead. He couldn’t afford to glance back. He kept at it. Sailed through one wobbling marker.

Three left.

Krum was gaining. The bastard was just too good, had too much experience on a broom. He could seemingly right himself from every mistake – little and large – to get right back up Harry’s arse within fractions of a second. Maddening.

Harry jerked his broom left, dipped down, then did a little loop into Krum’s path. Blocked him. Nipped through the second of the markers, flew a wobbly, jerky line towards the next. Glanced back.

Krum was gaining.

Within moments Krum was at the nose of Harry’s broom, close enough Harry could smell him. But Harry couldn’t afford to move. Kept right where he was, aimed right at the next marker. Only two left, and then someone would win.

No, Harry would win. He’d worked much too hard to—

Autry came barrelling towards Harry and Krum, aimed right between them. Harry veered off left, while Krum went right.

But Autry flew wide. Couldn’t execute a proper turn, and from behind her, Giovanna hurtled towards the finish line while her competitors on faster brooms floundered in the sky.

As much as Harry wanted to swear and curse at Autry for costing him the race, he didn’t. Instead he wrestled his broom into position and coaxed every last bit of speed from it to clear the remaining markers, Krum right behind him.

He crossed the finish line… moments after Giovanna. Milliseconds before Krum. Mere heartbeats before Autry.

“Now that’s a thrilling finish!” Bagman said as the four flyers crossed the finish line. “Not even seconds in it! What a race! We’ll need to count the penalties to figure out winners for this one—it’s close! Oho! What a finish!”

Seconds later, Serrano finished the course. About a minute after that Draco landed his broom, and the race was officially over. Except for the counting, but Harry knew he hadn’t won. Come second, yes; he and Krum had totted up the same number of penalties, and Harry had finished just ahead. That was a clear second place – unless Autry had managed to go around the course without a single foul, which Harry thought unlikely. Giovanna, though… she’d probably done that. Snagged the first finish and probably the first place, too.

After what felt like an eternity Bagman announced the scores.

“Well, I think we’ve all worked it out by now,” he shouted over the crowd, “but we’ll make the announcement anyway. Taking first place in the second round of the free speed race, with zero fouls, is Giovanna Fantoni of Durmstang! What an upset! In second place—and only just—with one foul is Harry Potter of Hogwarts! Amazing! And—I never thought I’d say this today, but here we are—in third place with one foul, Viktor Krum of Durmstrang! What a day, folks! They’ll be talking about this one for years, I bet…”

Bagman continued after that, but Harry didn’t pay attention. He wanted to congratulate Giovanna. Needed to speak with Krum after what was a frankly insane race. Even wanted to offer his commiserations to Autry… despite her little trick being the reason he came second instead of first.

While Bagman prattled on the competitors talked amongst themselves. Except Draco, who’d already gone, but that was Draco, and Harry found he didn’t care.

“Congratulations, Giovanna,” Harry said. “That was really close—you came out of nowhere.”

“I vas too concerned vith you, Potter,” Krum said. “You are so mad, so reckless, that I did not think about the girls. And it vas my downfall.”

“Mine, too,” said Harry. He turned towards Autry. “That last manoeuvre was brave—shame it didn’t work out for you.”

“C’est la vie,” said Autry. “In life, you try and do not always win. But this was a good race. I ‘ope the ‘azard goes better for me, but this was fun. Wasn’t it?”

“Very,” agreed Harry. “I’m glad I got through to the finals, but it was good flying against you.” He offered her his hand to shake.

She took it.

“Fifth place isn’t the worst,” Serrano said after a few moments. “Got through to the semis, anyway. Not a bad showing. We’ll see how I do in the hazards next, then. Good luck in the finals, you three,” he said, nodding towards Giovanna, Harry, and Krum. “You’re a good bunch of flyers.”

“Thanks,” Harry mumbled.

“I am looking forward to flying against you again,” Krum said. “You are a bold flyer.”

“What he means, Harry,” said Giovanna, “is that you’re just as crazy as he is.” She paused. “But that’s what makes it fun, I suppose.”

  







27. Chapter 27 - And the Winner is…


    
    Chapter 27 – And the Winner is…
Harry wanted to spend the week leading up to the speed race finals in intensive flight training, but the teachers seemed to have got together and come up with a plan to prevent it. Instead, Harry found himself inundated with schoolwork. Essays from McGonagall; an ingredients case study for Snape; even a research project for Moody requiring use of the library archives. So Harry felt like he’d been literally grounded.

Harry found himself sat at a groupwork desk in the library, staring at a stack of books while he imagined being up in the air instead. He wanted to practise his emergency rolls since he knew Krum force him to make some in the finals. If Harry could master the roll-into-loop manoeuvre, he thought that—

“Oi!” said Blaise, flicking a wad of parchment at Harry. “Listen, would you?”

“What?” said Harry. He swatted away the parchment. “I was just…”

“I don’t care,” said Blaise. “You’ve got the custody interview from the Dolohov case. I need it.”

Harry glanced down. So he did.

“Right. I was meant to be reading it but, er—I didn’t,” Harry said. “Give me a minute and you can have it…”

“No,” said Blaise. He leaned over to grab the archive copy of The Daily Prophet which had Dolohov’s custody interview in it and pulled it away. “You’ve had it ages already.”

“You can have this one,” said Theodore, slipping another copy of the Prophet to Harry. “I’m finished with it.”

“Thanks, Theodore,” Harry said. He copied down what he needed from the interview. Blaise had interrupted his brainstorming session anyway, and Harry didn’t think there was any point dwelling on rolls and loops.

At least not until he could actually get up in the air on a broom.

Harry sighed.

“I wish Moody could just… take a day off. For once. This has to be one of the biggest bits of homework any teacher has ever given us,” complained Harry. “And right before the speed race finals, too.”

“Mate, Moody doesn’t give a shit about the Triwizard Tournament—not the Gauntlet, Pariturium, or Aerobaticum,” said Blaise. “You’re lucky he’s not giving you extra work just because of it. And anyway, it could be worse—you could be Draco. He’s got to give five reasons why his dad’s defence was bollocks.” Blaise paused. “And then fly in the standard speed finals. So, you know.”

That was true, Harry supposed. Moody’s assignment had been to come up with five defences and five attacks for three separate individuals – one of whom was Lucius Malfoy. Draco would have to research and find five reasons why his father was a genocidal, lying, terrorist.

“Yeah, fair enough,” said Harry. Draco was even in the library. Harry could see him across the room, sat with Vince and Pansy and the rest of his little gang – although he sat a short distance from the others, surrounded by a towering stack of books. “But I bet Krum and Giovanna don’t have to bother with anything like this. I bet Karkaroff has them up flying day and night.”

“With Karkaroff for a teacher they wouldn’t need to do this research, anyway,” said Theodore. “He was there. They could just ask.”

“I suppose,” said Harry. It didn’t matter.

“You know, if you spent less time day dreaming—or complaining about homework—you could be done faster and you’d have more time to fly,” pointed out Blaise. “Just saying.”

Harry rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, yeah. Alright. Thanks for the support.”

Blaise grinned.

“Here’s my outline,” he said, pushing a bit of parchment across the desk to Harry. “Go on, have a look at it—it should make it go faster for you.”

Harry glanced at it.

“Thanks,” he said.

“You can have mine as well,” Theodore said. “I’m nearly finished, anyway. Just have to go over the introduction again, but… I can do that later. I’ve got time. Want to have a read of my work before you start?”

Harry considered it, then nodded. That would certainly speed things up. With any luck, he could even get some late-evening flight time in… before the curfew, anyway.

*

Over the next week Harry managed to scrape as much time in the air – and time sparring with Tracey outside of Duelling Club – as was humanly possible without the aid of a Time-Turner. The combination of help from his friends when it came to homework and some other cut corners meant that although Harry felt pressed for time, he also felt ready for the speed race finals.

And even if he hadn’t felt ready, it wouldn’t have mattered, as the last Saturday in January came, and with it, the finals.

It was just Harry, Krum, and Giovanna racing that day. As the three finalists to have come out of the first two rounds, they stood at the starting line that morning in front of the crowd of students, teachers, and members of the public who’d come along to watch. Along with a healthy number of press representatives, as the speed race final that morning would be the first of the Triwizard Tournament events to produce an actual overall winner.

Harry had some small hope that Rita Skeeter wouldn’t get up to her usual tricks when doing her write-up of the event, but he’d prepared himself for the worst anyway. And at least if he won, he’d be in the papers for good reasons.

“Witches and warlocks!” shouted Bagman from where he stood to commentate on the event. “Today we’re going to witness the thrilling culmination of the Aerobaticum’s free speed race! After the first two rounds we’re left with Viktor Krum—that’s right, the Viktor Krum—of Durmstrang Institute, along with Harry Potter—the very same!—of Hogwarts School, and Giovanna Fantoni also of Durmstrang Institute!”

Bagman paused to wait out the cheers from the crowd, then continued.

“Today’s race is the big one, folks! These lads—and lass—have got through to the finals so we know they’re all fantastic flyers, but there can only be one winner today! So let’s cut right to it, shall we?”

Harry gripped the shaft of his Firebolt tight. He had to be up and off the very moment Bagman counted them in, or he’d give Krum too much of a lead. Giovanna had proven she could snatch a win, but Harry thought with just the three of them competing, he could keep a much better watch over her – and do it while keeping up with Krum. The semi-finals, with its six competitors, had been a bit chaotic. The finals should be easier.

No, would be easier. Harry knew exactly what he was getting in for. Not in terms of the course itself – it was slightly different from the previous two. But Harry knew how Krum flew. Had been training tricks to directly counter Krum, even.

So, as long as Harry kept aware of where Giovanna was, he felt sure enough he could outpace her on his Firebolt.

Eventually.

Bagman counted them down.

Harry gripped his broom and prepared to move.

All three competitors shot off as soon as possible, lightning fast.

As Harry prepared to accelerate to top speed, Giovanna cut across his flight path with a tricky little swerve, cutting into Krum’s way, too. Harry jerked his broom and veered off to the left while Giovanna righted herself with ease and sped off into the distance.

Harry righted himself with considerably more difficulty than Giovanna on her Hayami, but saw Krum have much the same trouble, too. The Firebolt was built for speed, not manoeuvrability at the end of the day, and against a broom like Giovanna’s, that showed.

Harry brought his broom back on course and drew up next to Krum. After the first two rounds, Harry felt much more comfortable the professional’s tricks, and had even managed to adopt some of them into his own repertoire. Harry knew his best chance at winning was to prevent Krum gaining any lead at all, because as hard as it was for Harry to admit it, Krum was the better flyer.

But that didn’t mean Harry couldn’t win.

Bagman’s prattling faded into the background soon enough as Harry sped away from the stands and the starting area. The course was similar to the ones he’d flown in the first two rounds, but more complex. It even edged into Hogsmeade itself, headed out into the hills.

But none of that would be a problem. The speed race wasn’t quite as simple to fly as a marathon, but it was still easier than a hazard race. And Harry had flown two competition-quality speed courses already.

The markers led away from the stands at a smooth, easy pace at first. Several markers had been placed along the tops of Hogwarts’s inner wall, and Harry navigated those with ease. Just needed a slight angle up, and…. Harry cleared the inner wall. The markers wound around the wall, some above it, some on either side – and none in an easy pattern to fly through.

Krum was just ahead of him, but close enough Harry thought he could crowd him out. Or make him go wide, anyway.

Krum edged ever closer to Harry’s broom. He needed Harry to slow down, wanted to try out the exact same tactics on Harry that Harry was using on Krum. Harry didn’t let him. Instead, Harry leaned in towards Krum, angling for a collision unless the other flyer veered away hard.

It worked. Krum took a hard left to regain some distance, and Harry gained a precious few seconds over the Bulgarian professional. Harry righted his course and accelerated closer to top speed, although Krum was right on his tail soon enough.

The course wound away from the castle proper and towards the hills, with markers spaced unevenly. Glancing ahead, Harry saw the course wound around the hill and up towards the Old Owlery, the disused tower that sat near the edge of the grounds. An easy enough approach. Nothing overly complicated there, although several of the markers rotated.

As Harry crossed over the inner wall once again, rain fell. In spots at first, but on the approach to the Old Owlery, it poured. Fortunately Harry had on his flight goggles and new gloves, along with a basic Impervius Charm on his robes courtesy of Theodore. Even so, flying with a slippery shaft was never fun.

The Ministry does love a fiddle with the weather, Harry thought.

Harry slowed just a little for smoother and easier control. As he did so, Krum came hurtling right at him at the Firebolt’s top speed. Harry dove to avoid a mid-air collision and watched, helpless, as Krum kept going heedless of the rain and wind – and the tower up ahead.

Harry threw caution to the winds – almost literally, given the conditions – and followed after Krum. He couldn’t afford to be risk-averse, not when flying against Viktor Krum, an absolute nutter in the sky.

And it was only a bit of rain, anyway.

Harry pushed his Firebolt forward. Dipped down, moved through the markers along the top of the inner wall, looped up and around for a bit of flourish… then sped off towards the Old Owlery.

Krum hadn’t managed much of a lead. Harry watched him wind around the Old Owlery tower in a series of tight arcs.

Arcs that Harry would have envied a few weeks ago – but which he knew now that he could manage himself, too. Harry coaxed more speed from the Firebolt. It was all a matter of timing. Knowing when to lean into the turn, knowing when to slow down. Knowing what the broom was capable of.

All things Harry had learned over the weeks of the competition.

He caught up to Krum as they crested the Old Owlery roof, came down on the other side. Harry glanced back, checked on Giovanna.

She was close. One marker behind.

But not as close as Krum.

Harry zipped through a series of rotating markers, then pushed his Firebolt out towards the hills where the course went on to Hogsmeade. Markers sat atop the hills at the edge of the Hogwarts grounds leading into Hogsmeade itself.

That could be tricky for Harry. Depending on how exactly the course was laid out, Hogsmeade was full of obstacles that would prevent the Firebolt from reaching its top speed. In fact, the course had probably been designed to give Giovanna’s Hayami a proper outing, provide a good bit of challenge for Harry and Krum’s Firebolts.

Think about that later, Harry reminded himself. He still had to outfly Giovanna on the approach, had to come up with a way of overtaking Krum…

Harry zigzagged through a trio of wobbly markers at the top of a hill, then dipped down to fly through the one at its base. He glanced back at Giovanna, mindful that she had just as many tricks up her sleeve as Krum but kept most of his attention on the markers ahead.

Harry followed the markers along the route, pressing forward through the farms ringing Hogsmeade, and then into the village itself.

The village itself was empty. Or, well, empty of foot traffic – people of all ages watched the race out of the their windows, stood at their doorsteps… Harry even saw one witch poke her head out of the chimney.

Markers went right up the main thoroughfare. One, two, three – each at a different height. Harry flew through the first, swooped upwards for the second, dove down for the third.

Krum was just ahead.

The next marker was right on top of the roof of a particularly tall and wonky house, so Harry angled his broom upwards to meet it. Inside the village was too cramped, the buildings too haphazardly pushed together, for Harry to approach top speed – so he had to be careful.

But so did Krum.

If Harry took just a little risk – pushed just a bit more power, coaxed a bit more speed –

There! Harry thought. He pulled a sharp turn through the next marker and nipped past Krum.

Harry accelerated away.


  First place!


But Harry knew he couldn’t celebrate. Not yet, anyway. He still had to finish the first lap, then had to make his way through the course again – twice. But he could do it. Could stay at the front if he was careful. And smart.

The course went through the streets, tracked the line of the rooftops towards the Hogsmeade Bell Tower, even went past the Shrieking Shack.

Harry cruised at top speed. The course wound back to Hogwarts along the Hogsmeade road. Simple enough, nothing especially complex. Not even any rotating markers. In fact, it seemed designed to tempt Harry and Krum especially into going along at top speed.

Something which made Harry wary of what was up ahead.

It’s got to be a trap, he thought. There has to be something coming, something I’m not meant to handle…

Harry glanced behind. Krum wasn’t far. Barely a second behind.

But up ahead was the gatehouse… and the next marker. The marker was narrow, moved up and down. Most of the time it sat just above the gatehouse roof, but sometimes it dipped below. Harry would have to slow on the approach, give himself enough time to—

Krum shot past, followed by Giovanna, as Harry slowed down.

“Ah, shit!” said Harry. He’d lost the lead. Gone from first place to third, and now the stupid marker was hovering in front of the bloody wall. While Harry floundered back at the gate he watched Giovanna and Krum speed off into the distance across the inner grounds.

Harry scrambled to catch up. The course carried on along the path to the Entrance Hall, up through the lawns, then along the main battlements.

Harry remained at the back, Giovanna and Krum just ahead. The trouble with the Hogwarts part of the course was all the stupid towers. The battlements. The exterior bridges and walkways and all the rest of the little details around the castle that got in the way. It didn’t help that the markers varied in size, behaviour, placement.

Up ahead, Harry saw Giovanna pass into the lead more than once, her broom’s superior turning abilities – and her skill in using it – edging out Krum’s speed advantage.

And all of that with Harry left behind.

He followed them up and around the Bell Tower. Dropped into a sharp dive towards the Transfiguration Courtyard. Joined the carousel around the statue at its centre as the markers wrapped it once, twice, three times.

At the third time around the course went straight up into the air. Harry pulled himself into a vertical climb. Pushed the Firebolt towards its top speed.


  If I just…


Cleared Giovanna. Shot past her, edged his broom just close enough to knock her off course without committing a foul.

Harry kept climbing.

Krum had made it past the Astronomy Tower by then, was already approaching the finishing stretch. Harry followed. Now that he knew the course, had flown it once – with several mistakes – Harry thought he could catch up to Krum on the second lap. Maybe even maintain a first-place lead now that he knew where all the trickiest bits would be.

Harry gripped the end of his broom, leaned in closer. Crossed the rest of the course along the Hogwarts rooftops to catch up to Krum – or at least, got as close as possible.

Bagman grew audible once more as Harry approached the stands.

“…Krum on the approach, followed closely by Potter. I wonder if…”

Krum crossed into his second lap moments before Harry made it to the line, but Harry wasn’t worried. There wasn’t much complication with the course until it reached Hogsmeade, and Harry had overtaken Krum there once before.

He just needed to not bottle it at the gatehouse the second time around.

Harry followed Krum across the grounds, around the inner wall. Up to the Old Owlery and the hills beyond until they reached Hogsmeade again. Krum had to be careful at points, Harry knew. Couldn’t risk his suitability for the Gauntlet, couldn’t risk his professional career – couldn’t make as many risks as Harry could. Harry didn’t mind shattering all his bones and a lengthy regrowth – he had the time. Didn’t have a Quidditch contract looming, either.

So when Harry and Krum reached Hogsmeade, Harry didn’t slow down. He sped up.

Harry left Krum behind at the Hogsmeade Bell Tower.

He was determined to maintain his lead. Now that he knew the gatehouse marker moved, he wouldn’t hesitate this time. Wouldn’t allow Krum – or Giovanna – to catch up to him. Harry zipped through the markers along the Hogsmeade road, sailed through the moving marker at the gatehouse, and dropped into a leisurely cruise across the grounds. Through the lawns, up towards the Entrance Hall, and then on to the battlements.

Not a bad day’s flying so far, Harry thought to himself. He glanced back.

Giovanna had Krum doing a roll manoeuvre. Some sort of blocking tactic. Harry couldn’t afford to figure out which one, so he kept on going. Pointed himself towards the markers leading to the Owlery – the new one, the one attached to the castle. Zipped through the jagged line, pulled up into a steep climb towards the top.

Dived down for the approach to the Astronomy Tower. Circled the tower base, climbed upwards slowly. Methodically, as the spacing between the markers was odd. Too varied. Couldn’t risk dropping any points for a foul—

And Krum zoomed past, inching into the lead and sending Harry off-course.

Harry sighed. The lead had been nice while it lasted. He glanced back.

Giovanna wasn’t far.

Harry pushed his broom forwards, angled the nose into the climb at the Astronomy Tower. He was not going to lose. Wasn’t even prepared to come second. It was first or… well. There was no alternative.

Harry kept a careful eye on Krum as they both entered the third lap. There wasn’t much in it. Seconds at most. Harry reckoned he could deploy some of his hard practised blocking manoeuvres, even. He just needed to drift left, edge closer to Krum.

Harry drew ever closer to Krum, although the other flyer remained just ahead – but tantalisingly close. Literally within touching distance. Harry matched his speed to Krum’s and settled in while he thought of ways to get ahead. They’d only just passed the stands.

He could probably pull off a ramming, but as well as being an unsportsmanly thing do, it was an illegal manoeuvre in the speed race. And a risk to Harry’s broom.

Harry thought his best bet was to try and cut underneath and loop around Krum, throwing him off his course.

And doing it before they got to Hogsmeade.

So he did.

Harry dipped the nose of his broom slightly down. He needed to slip underneath Krum without touching the other wizard… Harry dipped, brought himself back up in a tight loop just in front of Krum. The manoeuvre worked, but not nearly as well as Harry would have liked – all it really accomplished was making Krum wobble a bit.

The Bulgarian went smoothly on towards the Old Owlery almost as if Harry wasn’t there. Like he was out for a pleasant afternoon’s flight, no pressure and nothing exciting about it.

Harry followed. He couldn’t allow Krum any sort of lead, and the approach to Hogsmeade was where Krum could get one.

Harry drew his broom next to Krum’s, leaving enough space for manoeuvre in case Krum got tricky. Krum pulled closer to Harry, attempting to crowd him out. Force him through the edge of a marker. Harry adjusted the nose of his broom just slightly to avoid a foul, but otherwise didn’t allow himself to be drawn off-course. They were too close to the finish line for that, and with brooms as fast as theirs there was no room for mistakes.

Not so close to the end, anyway. Not with Giovanna waiting for the smallest mistake.

Krum dipped below Harry and came back up on his other side, mirroring Harry’s own loop earlier on. Harry was ready for something like that, so shot through the gap left by Krum’s looping movement. Krum didn’t let that stop him and fell in beside Harry once again.

Harry and Krum carried on like that through Hogsmeade, trading places as they sped through marker after marker – Giovanna always just a touch behind. That was the disadvantage of the Hayami, Harry supposed. Especially on a speed course. She made up for lost time in Hogsmeade itself, and along some of the trickier stretches above Hogwarts, but on the simpler bits… well, with Harry and Krum going all-out on Firebolts, she didn’t stand a chance.

Harry pushed forward. He navigated the moving marker at the gatehouse. Zipped through the markers arranged across the lawns and the gardens on the approach to the castle. Harry cut across Krum’s path at they pulled into twin vertical climbs. Flew a complex loop to push Krum off course, then sped away.

Harry flew through the markers above Hogwarts with ease. Or, more ease than his first go, anyway – there were still some tricky spots. He slowed to pass the dancing gargoyles over the West Wing, pulled off a little wiggle and—

Krum came barrelling at Harry. Harry rolled left, hard. Dropped into a recovery loop and followed after Krum, in second place once again.

Krum kept his lead over Hogwarts. Kept up his blocking manoeuvres, even threatened a ram. Most of the time, Harry flew a counter, tried blocking patterns of his own. He ignored the ram. Krum wouldn’t risk his win for a foul. Harry grew increasingly frustrated as they made their way closer to the finish line.

Krum wasn’t budging.

How can I overtake? Harry wondered.

With the finish line in sight Harry wasn’t about to draw. He had one last trick to try.

Harry angled his broom just slightly lower than Krum’s, then veered hard into Krum. Almost as if threatening to ram. At the last moment Harry swung himself and his broom around so that he was flying upside down. He just missed crashing into Krum. Then, flying right under Krum and his broom, Harry pointed the nose of his broom slightly upwards, but with enough of a gap so that he wouldn’t hit Krum unless Krum accelerated. If Krum didn’t pull up by the end of the course, it would be Krum’s foul if a collision happened.

Krum waited it out until the very last moment when he jerked his Firebolt upwards. Harry sailed across the finish line first, just seconds ahead of Krum, to raucous applause.

“And there we have it, folks! Potter snatches the win!” shouted Bagman over the crowd. “Krum comes in second! What a result! Who would have ever thought—and Potter, not long on a broom—snatches the win and—”

Harry landed his broom after making an admittedly rather showy loop and roll manoeuvre, and then stood to take in the feeling of a cheering crowd.

Now that, Harry thought, is nice.

Krum landed only moments later.

Giovanna wasn’t too far behind – a few seconds, perhaps, although Harry lost track of the time in front of the crowd. After that there was all the formality of announcing the winner properly, and photographs with the press.

At the end of the race Crouch awarded the prizes to the three finalists. Harry received a small golden trophy and a first-place ribbon for his efforts – in addition to the monetary prize and a place at a respected flight school in the summer. Once all the fuss with that was done, Harry took the opportunity to speak with Krum and Giovanna before they got drawn away.

“You are a very good flyer,” Krum said once the press attention had turned elsewhere for a moment. “Do you play Quidditch?”

“Not yet,” Harry said. “I actually wanted to start this year but… er, this happened instead.”

“Vell, you are even better than I thought, then,” Krum said. “At the end, that vas a very brave trick. I enjoyed it very much. It vas hard to counter! I vould like to fly vith you again, Harry Potter.”

“I—any time,” Harry said. That seemed like a rare kind of compliment to get from someone like Viktor Krum.

It seemed like Krum wanted to say something else then, but he was interrupted by a reporter instead.

“Ah. Ve vill talk again, perhaps,” Krum said. “Good luck in the rest of the competition, Harry,” he said before turning away to give a comment to the press.

“Congratulations, Harry,” Giovanna said once Krum had gone. “You deserved to win. It is very difficult to fly against Viktor. And I am not so bad, either.”

“You were really good,” agreed Harry. “Like, really good—the way you did those turns…”

Giovanna smiled.

“I know. It was not good enough for the speed race, but you had better watch for the hazard racing—I will win this. You’ll see.” Giovanna walked away when called by a reporter for a comment, leaving Harry to deal with his own reporters.

“Mr Potter! What’s it feel like to win against a flyer like Viktor Krum?” asked one reporter.

“Monsieur Potter!” said another. “A comment please for—”

“Mr Potter! Mr Potter—Harry! A word for our readers at The Daily Prophet?” called Rita Skeeter, elbowing her way through the rest of the reporters. “How did it feel, beating your girlfriend in the finals? Winning against the Viktor Krum? Our readers would like to know!”

Harry felt like telling her where she could stick her comments but thought the better of it. Not in front of representatives of all the major European press outfits, anyway. Instead, Harry turned to her.

“Giovanna isn’t my girlfriend,” he said. “But that’s not relevant at all. She’s a really good flyer. There were points where I thought she’d win. I thought Krum was going to win, actually. It wasn’t until the end that I… well. It’s a really good feeling knowing that I came first in a race against Viktor Krum. Is that all? Only, the reporter from, er, Le Mon… that French paper wanted to ask me a question and I don’t think it’s fair to make him wait.”

Harry turned away from Skeeter. He’d given her a comment, hadn’t even been rude. She could wait her turn for another one… and if Harry never got around to giving it, he wouldn’t lose any sleep.

Harry spent a good chunk of the rest of his afternoon having pictures taken and dealing with reporters from various countries and publications across Europe, but the feeling of winning was enough to get him through it without too much irritability.

  






28. Chapter 28 - Bludgers and Broomsticks


    
    Chapter 28 – Bludgers and Broomsticks
The day after his win in the speed race Harry was still coasting along on the sheer satisfaction of beating Viktor Krum in a flying competition. To add to his good mood he had one blissful day where he didn’t need to worry about duelling or flying practise, or even homework and lessons, as the standard speed race was happening and Harry got to sit in the stands like everyone else and just enjoy himself with no pressure.

He brought a book with him – an old tome on obscure magic in which he hoped to find information on Occlumency – just in case the event was terminally boring after having flown it thrice himself already, but he did hope it wouldn’t be necessary.

Harry filed into the stands with the rest of his friends from Slytherin, Tracey on one side of him and Theodore on the other.

Ministry wizards fiddled with the Whizzers near the big mirror which would display the competitors during the race, while Bagman and the judges, who weren’t actually doing any judging that day, chatted around their usual table.

As soon as all the students were seated the throngs of ordinary citizens were allowed access to the stands, and they filled up rapidly. After that it was just the press left, and soon enough Madam Hooch arrived with Draco and Fred Weasley in tow. The competitor from Beauxbatons – Jacqueline something, Harry thought – arrived shortly after.

“Alright, alright,” said Bagman, his voice magically amplified with a charm, “we’re about to witness the culmination of the standard speed race! Isn’t that exciting? Today our three competitors will be Jacqueline Fontaine of Beauxbatons Academy, Fred Weasley of Hogwarts School, and Draco Malfoy also of Hogwarts School. As I’m sure you all already know yesterday was the final of the free speeds where any broom was allowed—won by Harry Potter if you can believe it against Viktor Krum—but today, all our racers will be flying on the same broom tuned exactly the same way. As with the event yesterday each of the three flyers today has already participated and placed at least third in two other events, so we’re sure to see some brilliant flying today!”

Bagman counted the flyers down and they all shot off. Harry watched them go, then switched his attention to the big mirror that showed an output of what their Whizzers picked up. It always seemed strange to Harry that wizards had invented limb regrowth and all sorts of amazing things like the Lucid Dreaming Potion but still had only just managed something similar to television.

The race wasn’t quite as exciting as the frees. At least, Harry didn’t think so, although admittedly he was biased as he’d flown in the frees. But the standard speed race, although on the same course as Harry’s the previous day, would take much longer to finish due to the speed of the Nimbus brooms. Even so Harry didn’t get too many opportunities to read his book as the race was a touch more exciting than he’d anticipated.

“Draco isn’t doing very well,” observed Tracey. “He’s in last and it’s not even that close, either!”

“I noticed that,” Harry said. “That bit along the inner wall is tricky, but Draco should’ve been able to handle that… but he hasn’t. I’d have thought he could at least manage second,” Harry said. “But his flying’s been a bit shit the last few weeks…”

Then Harry remembered he’d been meaning to tell Tracey something but he’d kept forgetting. He checked to see who was listening and leaned in closer towards Tracey. He’d wanted to say something to Ernie about it, too, but it was far too difficult to get him alone without any other Hufflepuffs these days, so that would have to wait.

“But actually—I forgot to say, I’ve been really busy lately—but do you remember when Draco’s dad asked me to tell him a message because he won’t talk to his parents and all that? Lucius Malfoy looked really stressed, tired… I don’t really know him but he didn’t seem himself, if that makes any sense.”

“I think I see what you mean,” said Tracey quietly. “But maybe he’s just upset because Draco won’t write home or see his parents, I know mine would feel awful if I just stopped answering letters…”

“Ohoho! Now this is an interesting turn of events,” Bagman said. “Miss Fontaine and Mr Weasley are neck-and-neck but there’s a nasty patch of spinning markers just up ahead that might prove difficult!”

Harry glanced at the big mirror briefly. He’d flown the course himself; he didn’t need to track every last twist and turn… but he did want to see how Weasley and Draco managed it on their Nimbuses. After they both made it through, Harry turned back to Tracey.

“I did think of that,” said Harry. “But if that’s it, why doesn’t Lucius just ask Snape for a parental visit? He is allowed, and then Draco would have to see him. But he asked me to pass on a message instead. Then when it didn’t work he just kept trying to catch him after the events. And that’s the weird bit, isn’t it?” Harry had gone over and over the situation in his head in the days since he’d come across the strangeness surrounding the Malfoys. The fastest, simplest way for Draco’s parents to get access to him was asking Snape for a parental visit. That was open to all parents and guardians, but Lucius Malfoy was even on the Board of Governors. He was allowed access to the grounds whenever he liked. That he hadn’t done so suggested something else was up.

“Ooh, I hadn’t thought of that!” Tracey said. “That’s true. But they could just be having a strange family argument, couldn’t they? So maybe they don’t want to get teachers involved in that. I know Mam would hate that.”

“And I saw them at the World Cup, remember, and Lucius looked off even back then,” Harry continued. “Draco wasn’t normal either. And that was just after, er—” Harry paused. He usually said ‘Voldemort’ on principle, but just then didn’t seem like the best time to go dropping the name. Not given the context, anyway. “You-Know-Who escaped, wasn’t it? So I think—and I know he was ‘innocent’ and a ‘victim’ but I don’t think I believe that—”

“I don’t either,” said Tracey, interrupting, “he was obviously just lying. So you think that after he escaped here, You-Know-Who…”

“Got involved with the Malfoys again, yeah,” said Harry. “But I don’t—I’m not sure. I can’t figure out the—the hows or… There’s something I’m missing. But I think something strange is happening with the Malfoys anyway and it’s not just a normal argument.”

Tracey was silent for a few moments. Then eventually, she nodded.

“I think—I mean I obviously don’t know either—but you could be right. So do you think that Draco knows, and he isn’t happy about it? Or… or maybe he doesn’t know and isn’t happy about there being secrets… or…” said Tracey. “But there isn’t any proof,” she said. “Of anything. So what can we do?”

“I don’t know,” said Harry. “That’s where I was stuck as well. But Draco is doing something on the seventh floor—there’s this secret room, but I can’t figure out how to open it. But I was—”

“You two’ve been whispering ages now,” said Blaise from the other side of Tracey. “Want to share with the rest of us?”

Harry nearly jumped out of his skin. He didn’t think Blaise had heard – not over the crowd and Bagman, anyway – but it was a bit close for comfort.

“Just gossiping,” said Tracey quickly. “You did hear about Irene, didn’t you?” she asked. “And that boy from Beauxbatons?”

Blaise shook his head, and Tracey immediately drew him away to gossip about whatever had happened with Irene Macaulay and some boy from Beauxbatons. Blaise loved gossip so it was more than enough to distract him, so Harry flicked through his book.

He spent the rest of the race alternating between passages in his book, watching the race on the mirror, and stewing in his thoughts about whatever was going on with the Malfoys.

Harry caught the end of the race – an actually quite exciting neck-and-neck fight between Fontaine and Weasley – and cheered with the rest of the Hogwarts stands when Fred Weasley took the prize.

Good for him, Harry thought. Better Weasley than Draco, anyway.

As the stands emptied after the presentation of the prizes, Harry paused to see what Draco would do. Usually after an event he simply left, but he had to wait around for press – and from Harry’s own experience the day before, it was next to impossible to just walk away with Bagman, the judges, and the press all crowded around.

Harry nudged Tracey and nodded to where Lucius Malfoy approached Draco, elbowing his way through the crowd. Draco had already given his comments to the press and had attempted to get away sharpish, but before he could Lucius Malfoy managed to grab his robe and keep him there.

It was the Malfoys’ first meeting since the summer given the Ball at Christmas, as far as Harry knew, and it didn’t appear to be going all that well.

“I wish I could lip read,” muttered Harry to Tracey. “Or knew that charm for listening…”

“Me too,” she said. “But whatever Draco just said, his father didn’t like it.”

Draco wrenched his arm away from his father and strode back off towards the castle, leaving a scowling Lucius Malfoy stood amongst the press and the other competitors to watch after him.

“Something is definitely going on,” said Tracey.

Harry nodded.

“And I am going to figure it out,” Harry said as they walked back to the castle themselves.

*

Not content to rest on his laurels, Harry threw himself into practise for his next flying event, the hazard race. Madam Hooch arranged a decent number of guided training sessions for all Hogwarts’s hopefuls, but by the day of the event in early February, Harry felt like he could have done with some more.

Even if that would have required a Time-Turner to fit into his days.

But after several weeks – months, including the work he’d done before Christmas – being hit repeatedly by bludgers and knocked about by enchanted wind, when the eleventh of February came, Harry thought that that although he would have liked some more training it probably wasn’t strictly speaking necessary. He reckoned he had the best chance of the Hogwarts lot at winning, anyway – he rode the best broom and fresh from beating Viktor Krum, Harry’s spirits were still quite high.

Hooch led the competitors from Hogwarts – Harry, Graham Montague, Cho Chang, and Cormac McClaggen – down to the staging area for the race just after ten o’clock. When they arrived Harry saw that the Quidditch Pitch and all its stands had been dismantled, instead replaced with purpose-built spectator areas for the hazard racing clustered around a central obstacle course many times longer than the Quidditch Pitch and with an impressive amount of verticality. It was more compact than any of the speed courses, but Harry thought, given the stacking and all the twists and turns, it was far longer.

The spectators were already in place, along with the Ministry officials and the healers, producing the kind of indistinct roar Harry had come to associate with sporting events such as this.

“That’s a big course,” Harry said, looking up at the complex hazard course. “We’ve not practised in one like that before.”

“I’d wait until you see the one from the finals to be impressed if I were you, Potter,” said Hooch. “And that’s all I’ll say on that.”

Hooch left the competitors at the starting line with a brusque and no-nonsense ‘good luck’, then took to the sky on her own broom to watch the event up close. The Durmstrang flyers were already arranged in a neat line, though they were talking amongst themselves.

“Good luck, everyone,” said Chang, just as the Beauxbatons flyers joined them at the starting line. “I hope we all do really well! We’ve practised enough, haven’t we?”

“I don’t need luck, I’ve got skill,” said McClaggen.

Harry rolled his eyes and bit back a comment. McClaggen had something, but it wasn’t anything close to what Harry would have called skill.

“Shut up, Bagman’s about to say something,” said Montague.

“We’ve got a real treat for today’s event, let me tell you!” Bagman shouted out, and the buzzing of the crowd died down to listen. “Today’s event is the free hazard race—the first round of it, actually—and for anyone who doesn’t already know, this is some of the most exciting sport flying around—after Quidditch of course! Ha! Now, the point of the hazard course is to get to the end without getting hit by the hazards on the way. It sounds simple, but it’s a much harder job than you’d think. It’s the kind of race where speed isn’t always the answer. You’ve got to be clever flying in the hazards, and competitors are allowed to use their wands during the race—although not against each other! Wouldn’t that be something, though, eh?”

Harry had to admit that broomback duels did sound exciting, even if they would be a logistical nightmare to manage.

“Today we’ve put in place a little twist on the traditional Karamazov’s Tunnel—a K-Stack, hazard racers call it. This is a few—I think we’ve stacked four?—Tunnels chained together with different effects inside each of them. We’ve really gone all-out here, witches and warlocks! We’ll be able to see everything that happens inside the Stack – and we’ve got the Whizzers again anyway – but the racers won’t be able to see out, or into the next Tunnel. Clever, isn’t it?” said Bagman. He paused to look at Crouch, who was gesturing for him to hurry up. “Right, well, I’ve been told to get a move on, so let’s get started, shall we?”

Bagman counted the racers down and Harry shot into the air with the rest of the flyers as soon as he was able. Those on the slower brooms were quite quickly left behind, while a pack formed at the front from those flying faster brooms.

Harry found himself at the head of the pack, along with Giovanna and two flyers from Beauxbatons who’d made the semis of the speed race – the boy, Serrano; and the girl whose name was something Autry – all on professional grade brooms. Two Firebolts and two Hayamis… and for once, the Firebolt wasn’t the best rated broom for the job.

Harry and Autry edged into the K-Stack first – unsurprising given the speed of their Firebolts – but once inside Harry realised speed wasn’t going to be of much help at all. Just inside the first Tunnel in the K-Stack the light dimmed, and a powerful wind churned about like a corkscrew, knocking Harry’s broom off course.

The world outside had disappeared. Once inside the K-Stack it was as if in an entirely separate place, with no light or noise or smells, even, making it the Stack. That in itself was disorienting, a minor hazard almost… but that wind. That wind was something else.

Harry yanked his broom back onto course, pointed right ahead in the direction of the first set of markers in the K-Stack. Harry gripped his broom tighter as the strong wind knocked him about. The Firebolt had the power to resist the pull of the wind, could definitely outspeed it… but Harry worried he’d hit the markers if he used it. It was tight in the K-Stack, far tighter than it had been in the speeds where he could do wide loops and all sorts. Two of the other competitors sped past him, evidently having realised how to deal with the wind. Harry couldn’t see well enough to copy them – the wind tossed his head from side to side and blurred his vision even with his fancy flight-goggles.

The speed of his broom meant nothing in the face of that enchanted wind. Even as Harry inched forward the wind knocked him left, right. Left again. It was all he could do to just stay the course. Harry thought it couldn’t be just a powerful bit of wind either, as the Firebolt had specialised stabilising charms for flying in heavy wind. He considered taking out his wand and trying something like the General Counterspell, but even as he thought about it he knew it wouldn’t have worked. The event organisers wouldn’t have placed a spell that easy to remove as the very first hurdle.

Harry fought against the wind for a few moments until he realised he didn’t need to – instead, Harry followed the direction of the enchanted wind to let it send him along the first Tunnel in the Stack. Once he’d stopped fighting the wind Harry found himself able to coax a lot more speed from his Firebolt, too, and he soon caught up with Giovanna and Serrano, both on the Hayami ’94.


  SMACK!


A big chunk of ice slammed into Harry’s face as he completed a loop of the corkscrew created by the wind.

“Shit!” Harry swore. He was probably going bleed from that, but he didn’t even know any healing spells to—


  SMACK!


Another chunk smashed against his arm. Harry just about managed to keep hold of his broom handle, when—


  SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!


Ah, fuck, thought Harry. More than just the points off, the barrage of ice hurt. He didn’t feel like risking his wand in the conjured hailstorm, so he hugged his broom and dodged while looking about for the next set of markers. It was dark inside the Tunnel, but not so dark that he couldn’t see in front of him, and he didn’t want to lose any more points than he had to from being hit with ice. Harry slowed down to give himself just enough space to think, then navigated through the hailstorm as carefully as he could, moving at a painfully slow pace.

At least I can’t hear Bagman’s commentary, Harry thought. The ex-professional Beater was like most sports commentators Harry had ever heard and could prattle on about nothing for hours on end, and was no doubt stringing together sentence after sentence about Harry’s performance.

Harry breathed a sigh of relief as he reached the end of the hailstorm. He had to jerk upwards with the direction of the Tunnel but managed it with as much elegance as he could while maintaining a decent speed. Freed from the hail, Harry sat up a bit on his broom and chanced a look about.

He saw Giovanna up ahead, zigzagging through a slalom course of giant, enchanted fists that punched through the air, Serrano just behind her.

Which means Autry’s behind me, and I’m in third.

Harry could live with that for now. He zipped forward and swooped down low to avoid a bludger, then took on the slalom. Hazard races usually had a number of different slalom patches as obstacles. Giant fists weren’t something they’d practised with, but it seemed simple enough. Harry would just have to watch how they moved…

Harry slowed just enough to watch the fists move for a few moments, then sped up once more when he thought he’d figured out the pattern.

Harry got past the first two without incident. The third fist smacked into the tail-end of his broom. Harry went flying off. Swerved into the path of the next set of fists.

Harry got smacked around a few times, felt glad his broom was made of strong stuff… then eventually righted himself. He had to get control of his broom, had to avoid the hazards… that was literally the point. Harry ducked down to avoid the fists, then sailed up and over the next one. By then both Giovanna and Serrano had deftly navigated the slalom and had disappeared into the next Tunnel in the Stack.

And probably without nearly as many smacks to the head as Harry had picked up.

Harry jerked his broom through the slalom in short, sharp motions, feeling increasingly frustrated that he couldn’t accelerate to anywhere even close to top speed. He felt constrained. Harry dodged the last of the fists and shot towards the Tunnel aperture.

A shiver ran down Harry’s spine as he passed through to the next Tunnel in the K-Stack and emerged into a world where up was down and right was left.

Literally.

Wasn’t expecting that at all, Harry thought. Hooch’s hazard practises hadn’t been quite so thorough as to have included anything like the second Tunnel in the K-Stack. Deciding that the best teacher was action, Harry pressed forward – which fortunately, didn’t appear to have changed direction. The section of Tunnel directly after the entrance didn’t seem to have any major obstacles or hazards aside from the strange direction-altering spell, so Harry urged his broom through it faster, keen to climb the K-Stack as fast as possible.

Just up ahead Harry heard the tell-tale whooshing sound of active bludgers as they zeroed in on him, Harry swooped down to avoid it, but arched upwards instead.


  Ah, fuck. Right. Everything’s upside down.


Harry counted it as a win considering that he had managed to miss both bludgers. Keeping in mind that up was down and right was left, Harry moved forward and, hopefully, out of whatever path the bludgers had been charmed to fly in.

There was a second slalom in the Tunnel just ahead of Harry, arranged both horizontally and vertically as the Tunnel twisted upwards. Unlike those in the first of the Tunnels, the barriers in the second Tunnel were solid cylinders – they looked almost like tree trunks, but too perfect to be naturally grown wood. The cylinders rotated and moved gently in what seemed to be a set, pre-determined pattern, at least as far as Harry could tell. Not nearly as fast as some of the markers from the speeds had moved. Easy enough…

Harry zigzagged through the first few cylinders as slowly as he could possibly manage so as not to get confused by the reversed directions, but the cylinders themselves started to rotate and swap places much more quickly the further inside he got.

He just had to… duck down – which was up – and then nip right – which was left… The direction spell added precious moments to every manoeuvre, added an additional layer of thought to Harry’s every move. But better that than points added for collisions, he supposed, although it rankled that Giovanna and Serrano had shot off into the distance without half as much trouble.

Harry sped up to avoid hitting any of the barriers and then considered his options. He couldn’t fly under or over them since each cylinder spanned the entire height of the Tunnel. Harry paused in a large enough gap between the cylinders to think it through. Worse, the direction spell made every action more complicated, and with the speed at which the next set of cylinders moved…

Harry had his wand, so he could attempt a spell of some kind. He just had to figure out which one.

Harry took his wand out and gripped it tightly.


  I can do an Impediment Jinx!


Harry tried out the Jinx on the nearest of the cylinders. It worked. Buoyed by his success, Harry cast a wide arc of Impediment Jinxes at the cylinders ahead of him. They stopped moving immediately.

Harry zipped through the now-stationary obstacles and found himself at the end of the course – and not a moment too soon, as the Impediment Jinxes wore off soon after he exited the slalom.

Harry passed into the third Tunnel in the K-Stack only to find it pitch black and eerily silent. At the very far end he saw specks of light, but they did nothing to illuminate his way.

“Lumos,” said Harry, lighting the end of his wand.

That helped – Harry could see a few feet ahead anyway – but wasn’t really enough. After a moment Harry touched the end of his wand to his flight goggles to activate the night flight setting, and then he could see again. He’d have to remember to thank Sirius for those in person, whenever he saw him next – they’d been a godsend over the course of the competition. They weren’t allowed in the standards, but the frees followed international professional rules, so he could use them to his heart’s content.

The flight goggles didn’t light up the surroundings like the charm from his wand, but they did filter the light as it came through them so that he could actually see. The meagre light from the end of his wand went quite a long way after post-processing from the Hayami flight goggles.

As Harry fiddled with his goggles, Autry zoomed right past him followed by a swarm of buzzing lights.

“Shit,” Harry muttered. He followed Autry. It was too dangerous to get up to full speed on the Firebolt, but Harry thought he could overtake Autry if he gave it a go. From her flying in the speeds Harry knew Autry was a cautious flyer, so all he really needed to do was push her slightly and she’d let him overtake. The third Tunnel seemed quite sparse in the way of obstacles, so Harry accelerated—

Right into some sort of net that wrapped around his broom and caught him two-thirds of the way along the Tunnel. The net coiled around Harry, trapping him in place.

“I did not see this coming,” said a dry, low voice from just above Harry. It was Autry, also caught in the net. “I ‘ave dropped my wand, also,” she said. She sounded amused rather than upset.

“That’s unfortunate,” said Harry, who had at least managed to keep hold of his own wand. The Wand-lighting Charm hadn’t gone out, either so he could at least see a bit. Harry cast his gaze around the net and saw a long and very elegant wand wrapped up in tangle of net.

At least it didn’t fall out of the Stack, Harry thought. That didn’t do Autry much good, but at least the wand was theoretically available if she could manage to extricate herself from the net.

Harry thought about what sort of spell would be best to untangle himself from the net. The net was wrapped around his broom, but it also felt sticky. Harry didn’t want to risk taking his gloves off to cop a feel, but he felt sure there was more going on than just it being a net.

Harry dispelled the light at the end of his wand. He’d need it gone to actually try anything out, and the cloud of little lights orbiting Autry were just enough for him to see with anyway.

Harry risked a General Counterspell. Sometimes that could backfire, but the spells on the net seemed to be such that it was more or less a safe bet to try. The stickiness – at least around Harry’s broom – disappeared, but the net clung stubbornly to Harry’s broom and arms. Actively clung, which meant some sort of gripping spell.

Harry didn’t know any gripping spells, and certainly didn’t know any of their counters.

Bollocks, he thought.

He looked about the net and saw there were no cuts or gaps that he could see, which meant that either the Severing Charm wouldn’t work, or the net was self-repairing. Serrano and Giovanna had both got through, so a self-repairing net was a possibility. Harry tried it anyway, aiming carefully at the thick strands of rope just above his hand.

It didn’t work.

Harry knew he’d cast the spell properly – it was a charm they’d covered that very year with Miss Evergloam, who was quite thorough, and which would be on the exam – so Harry assumed the net was enchanted to resist it.

But if I can’t cut it, how do I get out? Harry wondered. Giovanna and Serrano managed it.

Harry wriggled about to try and free his arms, but the ropes tightened around him as he did so. Struggling didn’t seem like a solution. Harry wracked his brains trying to think of a spell that might help, and in the end it came from the most unlikely of sources – Daphne’s haircare regimen.

He’d seen Daphne use a charm on her hair more than once that got it to unwind itself from the complex patterns of braids and other things she often wore. The only problem was, Harry didn’t remember the incantation.

Harry groaned in frustration.

Then he remembered Autry stuck in the net above him.

“You’re a girl, right?” Harry said.

“You are so charming, ‘Arry Potter,” said Autry. “I bet you ‘ave girls queuing up to see you.”

“Oh, er, no—I didn’t mean it like that!” Harry said quickly to try and recover the situation. “I just meant, you probably know the sorts of things girls know like, erm, do you know that spell to untangle hair and stuff like that? I think that’s how we can get out of the net. I tried some other things and they—well, they didn’t work. But if you tell me how to do it, I’ll grab your wand for you.”

Autry considered it.

“This is acceptable. I will ‘elp you, and you will ‘elp me, n’est-ce pas?”

“Right,” confirmed Harry.

“The incantation is retexo,” said Autry. “The spell is very simple, the ah—I do not know the word in English, but the theory, the background, is similar to the Severing Charm. But be careful – you must move your wand just so, or the spell will not work. Can you see my ‘and?”

Harry strained to see, but he couldn’t make out the delicate movements made by Autry.

“No, but I’ve seen it done before. I think I can manage it,” Harry said. He went over all the times he’d seen Daphne and Tracey use the spell in his head. The movement was almost like the shape of a braid. Not the most complex movement.

It would be difficult to manage with his hand wrapped up in the net, but it was the only option he had.

“Retexo,” Harry said, and attempted to move his wand in the shape of a braid. Nothing happened.

“You said it wrong,” said Autry. “It is like this—retexo. Do you see?”

Harry thought that was what he had said, but evidently not. He tried again.

This time the rope gently unwound from his wand arm, and Harry repeated the process to extricate the rest of himself, along with his broom, from the net. He slipped through to the other side of the net.

Harry briefly considered leaving Autry stuck where she was, since it would help his chances at reaching the next round of hazards, but that felt like a step too far. He could grab her wand and still win. And he’d already pulled some tricky manoeuvres against her in the speeds, so it was probably best to be fair this time. So Harry just grabbed Autry’s wand and flew it up to her. He wanted to qualify, but he didn’t want it to be because of a betrayal.

“Nice one—I wouldn’t have been able to get out if you hadn’t helped,” Harry said.

He didn’t stick around to wait for a response, and instead sped away to the Tunnel aperture to enter the fourth and final Tunnel in the K-Stack.

Harry pulled his Firebolt into a quick, jerky stop as soon as he entered the final Tunnel and threw a hand across his face to shield his eyes. In a stark contrast to the third Tunnel, the fourth had burning light shining from every part of it. Far more extreme than simple sunlight, the light burned.

Harry chanced a look out over his arm and immediately closed his eyes to block out the blinding light.

Then he remembered his goggles, which were still calibrated for the previous Tunnel in the Stack. Harry adjusted them until the light level reached something more bearable, and then flew further into the Tunnel, since he didn’t want Autry to catch up to him again.

Just up ahead, Harry heard the whooshing and whizzing of bludgers once again. This time, there were dozens of the dangerous iron balls zooming about the Tunnel, along with a couple of thick-set wizards wielding Beaters’ bats flying in lazy circles between the markers.

Harry put away his wand to protect it from the bludgers and then edged his way further into the Tunnel.

Harry felt good about his chances at getting through the Bludger run. He’d spent weeks – months – getting whacked in various parts of the body by the heavy iron balls, and although the addition of two Beaters made the whole thing a bit more difficult, Harry thought it still manageable.

Harry nipped through the first lot of bludgers, swooping and arching back up to avoid being hit. He ducked again, then dodged left – right – and left again just as he reached the section of Tunnel where the Beaters flew.

Swarms of bludgers whirled around each of the Beaters as they whacked Bludger after Bludger into new trajectories. As soon as they spotted Harry each of them sent a flurry of balls flying at him. The first lot missed Harry through a combination of dumb luck and well-executed dives, but on his second go one of the wizards got Harry right at the tail end of his broom.

Harry went careening off into the distance. He fought with his Firebolt to get back on course, and just as he managed to avoid hitting the sides of the Tunnel, another Bludger crashed into his elbow with a sickening crack. Pain shot through Harry’s arm. He even lost his grip on the broom handle.

“Shit!” Harry swore. He gave the injury a quick glance as he attempted to dodge the rest of the bludgers and didn’t much like what he saw. His forearm stuck out at an odd angle. His fingers twitched and he couldn’t get them around the broom again, so he let the arm dangle, useless, at his side.

Flying one-handed through a hazard course filled with bludgers aimed by two professional Beaters was a rather more difficult proposition than the one Harry had prepared himself for. Still, it was his only option outside forfeiting the race. And that he wouldn’t do so close to the end, so Harry pulled himself closer to his broom and set off for the far side of the Tunnel as fast as possible.

Harry flew in a complex pattern – or as complex as he could manage given his useless left arm – to avoid being hit by a targeted bludger.

He dipped down, jerked left, then swooped back up to avoid the bludgers. Harry reminded himself it was just flying. Just a bit of one-handed flying in an enchanted tube while at the mercy of professional Beaters.

With bludgers all around.

Easy.

Harry glanced back and saw one of the Beaters peel off and return to the end of the Tunnel closest to the entrance.

Small mercies, Harry thought, even if that did mean Autry or someone else had made it into the fourth and final Tunnel. Harry sped up. He reached the end of the Tunnel and slowed as he did to make a smooth arc up and around as the Tunnel made an upwards turn.

Harry took a few deep breaths as he left the bludgers behind, but he knew he couldn’t rest. The race wasn’t quite over. He still had the last stretch of Tunnel in the K-Stack to go. As Harry got closer to the end the air grew colder and colder. The tip of his nose started to sting, and with the end of the Tunnel – and the entire K-Stack – in sight, it started to snow.

From where, exactly, the snow came Harry couldn’t see, but it didn’t melt once it had fallen and instead stuck to him like a cold, wet, and heavy coat. The snowstorm within the Tunnel grew thicker and heavier the closer to the exit Harry got, and with only one arm Harry didn’t feel safe getting out his wand to try and get rid of it.

Weighed down by ever increasing amounts of snow which stuck firmly to Harry’s clothes, hair, and broom, Harry inched closer and closer to the Tunnel exit, before finally squeezing himself through the aperture and out into the world once again.

The roar of the crowd hit Harry as soon as he got out of the K-Stack, along with Bagman’s commentary.

“And there’s Potter just come out of the Stack looking like a bloody snowman!” Bagman said with a booming laugh. “Third one out of the hazard course, but we’ll have to see where he places at the end—with that broken arm and getting caught in the net, he’ll have lost points for sure!”

And all those batterings I got from the ice and the fists and the bludgers… Harry thought. But that was done, now. All he could do was hope it was enough to get him through to the semis.

Now that he was outside of the K-Stack the snow melted quite quickly, and Harry flew off to the finish area where Giovanna and Serrano were waiting – along with the healers. He didn’t want to wait to get his arm fixed.

Harry landed his broom with a thud and hopped off, clutching the Firebolt in his functioning arm. He nodded towards Giovanna and Serrano but headed right for the healers, where he was seen immediately.

“We’ll have you fixed up in a jiffy,” said the witch as she went through all of her diagnostic charms. “Don’t you worry about that, Mr Potter!”

While the healer fixed his arm, Harry watched the progress of the other nine competitors through the K-Stack on the gigantic enchanted mirror closest to him. Autry was nearly out, having dealt with the snowstorm at the end with some kind of charm that made the snow slip right off. Harry wasn’t too worried about Autry getting a higher score than him, since she’d lost her wand; that was always a major loss of points in any hazard course.

But as for the others… despite going through on slower brooms, if they managed to evade the obstacles in a more skilful or elegant manner than Harry had, they could win on points. Fortunately for Harry, it looked like McClaggen at the very least had got himself stuck in the second Tunnel – the over-confident Gryffindor was bounced from cylinder to cylinder, control of his broom completely lost. In the time it had taken Harry to get through the whole Stack, McClaggen was still stuck in the second Tunnel. So there, at least, Harry had no reason to worry.

Chang and Montague, Hogwarts’s other hopefuls in the free hazards, fared better – Chang had already made it into the third Tunnel, and past the net, while Montague followed close behind.

“You’re all done, Mr Potter,” said the healer. “You can go sit down now, if you’d like.”

“Er—thanks for fixing me,” Harry said, then wandered over to sit with Giovanna and Serrano. “Alright?” he said once he’d sat down.

“You fly well with only one hand,” said Serrano. “That was a nasty break.”

“Thanks,” Harry said. “Which one of you was out first?”

“I was,” said Giovanna.

“I was not far behind,” said Serrano. He paused. “It took you quite a while to catch up,” he noted with a smirk.

“Got caught in the net,” Harry mumbled.

“We saw,” said Giovanna. She grinned. “You should know, the commentator found that very funny.”

“Of course he did,” said Harry. He was about to make a follow up comment when Autry exited the K-Stack to general applause.

Harry joined in since it was only fair.

Autry soon joined Harry, Giovanna, and Serrano on the bench as they waited for the hazard race to end. It didn’t take that much longer – Chang came out next, followed by a flyer from Durmstrang sporting a broken leg and another from Beauxbatons with blood all over his face. Montague trailed along after them covered in snow much like Harry had been. The rest of the racers followed them, all except for McClaggen and one girl from Beauxbatons, neither of whom had managed to get around the enchanted net.

Madam Hooch accompanied by an official went through the Stack from the terminal end after disabling the hazards to extricate them and brought them to join the others as they all waited for their scores.

McClaggen sat at the end of the bench scowling. Harry thought that fair enough, since he’d clearly come last – or tied for last with the Beauxbatons girl – for having to be removed from the course. The Beauxbatons girl looked sad rather than angry, at least to Harry. Everyone else just looked anxious to varying degrees, except for Giovanna and Serrano.

Giovanna just sat there, her face the very picture of serenity, while Serrano had his smirk still plastered across his face.

“Now for the hard part—our excellent judging panel now has to tally up all the points gained and points lost for each of our twelve competitors before we can announce the scores,” Bagman was saying when Harry started to pay attention again. “There’s a maximum of two hundred and fifty points available today, but it shouldn’t take long to figure out—we’ve got a bunch of bloody geniuses doing all the judging, haven’t we? But while we wait let’s go over some of the highlights from today’s race…”

Harry tuned Bagman out again and focused on the crowd instead. He couldn’t hear anything specific, but the roar of the crowd, its ebb and flow and the sound of hundreds – thousands – of happy and excited people, filled him with joy. Harry closed his eyes and let it wash over him.

Harry was nudged from his thoughts by Montague.

“Bagman’s about to say who’s won,” said the older boy. “Might want to pay attention.”

“Er, yeah, thanks,” said Harry.

“Our first-place racer today is of course the unflappable Giovanna Fantoni of Durmstrang—who also took third place in the free speeds recently—with her superb navigation of the Stack in near-record time. She managed to score two hundred and nine points—dropping some only because she was hit by seven bludgers and had a bit of a wobble in the second Tunnel. Well done, Miss Fantoni—we’ll see you in the next round!” shouted Bagman.

Harry joined in the clapping for Giovanna. It was an impressive score. Certainly, it was better than he’d managed.

“Next to secure himself a place in the second round was Emiliano Serrano of Beauxbatons with his very impressive score of two hundred and six. He pulled off some very tricky manoeuvres in there, folks, let me tell you! If he’d been just that little bit faster through the Stack, he’d have been in first place! Good bit of motivation for next week’s race, eh, Serrano?” said Bagman.

“We had a few words over the choice of third place,” continued Bagman, “since there were two flyers it could have been, but in the end our judges gave it over to Harry Potter of Hogwarts, with one hundred and eighty-two points!”

Harry relaxed. He’d made it through to the second round, and in third place too. Not a fantastic score, but he could make that up in the semis. He felt happy enough with that, especially up against flyers like Serrano and Giovanna. Bagman named Cho Chang the fourth place, and Autry secured fifth – because she’d lost her wand – while Montague managed to secure himself the last place in the second round.

With all his competitors set for the next round, Harry felt good about his chances. He made his way back to the castle – after congratulating everyone else who’d qualified for the second round, of course – in good spirits, thinking about the second round coming at the next weekend.
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Hooch ran special sessions for Hogwarts hazard semi-finalists over the next week. Harry attended all of them. After his mixed performance in the first round, he knew that he needed to step up before the semis. Otherwise he could crash out without winning any medal at all, and that would have been embarrassing.

More than embarrassing. Especially after his win against Krum in the speed race.

But unfortunately for Harry, he couldn’t devote all of his free time to flight training. He had lessons and other schoolwork to do, and on top of that, Duelling Club.

Not that Duelling Club was a chore, exactly. It was fun, and more than that, necessary if Harry wanted to progress in the Pariturium… but it was another drain on his limited time.

“Cheer up!” said Tracey as they made their way to the Great Hall for Duelling Club. “Flitwick said he was going to teach us some more advanced techniques this evening!”

That was admittedly quite exciting.

“Yeah, I know. It’s just that—you know, Giovanna and Serrano, that Autry… they’re all flat-out with flight training. And I’m… well.” He wasn’t. Or, not as flat-out as they were, at least. And that could mean the difference between a place in the finals or… not.

“It’s your fault for taking on so much, anyway,” Blaise said.

“Thanks for the support,” Harry said. He rolled his eyes. “I’m going to manage, don’t worry about that—it’s just annoying. That’s all.”

And if Harry did feel a bit worried about his performance in his events because of everything he’d taken on, well, Blaise didn’t need to know about that. He’d won a broom race against Viktor Krum, anyway. So that was already a major achievement.

“Hurry inside, duellists!” shouted Flitwick as the Duelling Club members filed into the Great Hall. The tables were gone, replaced by the duelling stage, with Snape at one end and Flitwick at the other. “We’ve got a lot to get done and not much time before dinner! Novices, you’re with me this evening, and Juniors, you’ll be with Professor Snape. Hurry, now!”

Harry joined the rest of the Novice-level duellists near to Flitwick. After a few minutes they were ready to begin.

“Tonight we’re going to focus on a more complex strategy than we’ve been considering thus far,” Flitwick said. “I don’t expect all of our Novices to be able to achieve this, but it should be within reach for most of our third years, at the very least. You will all be well-acquainted with the Levitation Charm. Or you should all be, as I and my colleagues in the Charms Department certainly worked very hard to teach it to you all. The spell we shall be learning and attempting to use today is a very closely related spell. Indeed, it is on the third-year Charms syllabus, so some of you will have encountered it this year regardless, but for those of you in second year, you are learning it a little early. It is the Levitation Spell. It has a number of technical differences from the Levitation Charm which I will not go into today, but the property we are most concerned with is that it does not require continued attention when cast and may be used on human and other beings—unlike the Levitation Charm.”

That did sound useful. Harry was already thinking on how he could apply it in his own matches. Levitation Spell into a Knockback Hex and then go in for the disarmament… Depending on the wand movements and the incantations, Harry supposed.

“Now, the reason this is a more complex technique is because the Levitation Spell is reasonably difficult to cast, and more difficult still when cast upon another human being. But precisely because of this it is a good way of accruing points in a sport duel—not to mention the indispensable practical utility the spell provides. I shall demonstrate,” continued Flitwick.

He stepped forward, moved closer towards the target dummy set a few feet away from him.

“You will see two accepted motions to active this spell in textbooks,” Flitwick said. “One requires you to tap the object to be levitated with your wand while saying the incantation—that is, of course, impractical in a duelling scenario. However, it will function just as well with a sharp jab from afar—like so—which is what we use in the duelling context. Watch carefully,” he advised. He extended his arm and jabbed with his wand.

“Levioso!” he said.

The target dummy floated into the air. Flitwick lowered his wand.

The dummy kept floating.

“It won’t levitate indefinitely,” said Flitwick. “After a while it will fall—and faster when used on a living target—but if successfully executed it provides ample opportunity to score points or disarm in a duel. One disadvantage of the Levitation Spell is that it may be cancelled by the General Counterspell, and another—less important at the Novice level—is that it can be successfully countered with a well-timed Shield Charm.” He paused. “We have a while longer with the dummy, so I shall demonstrate.”

Flitwick fired off a series of spells in quick succession – at least one Knockback Hex – and battered the floating target dummy. It went flying backwards, turned bright red, even started to sparkle.

“Now, as I said, on a living target we wouldn’t have nearly so much time—and of course, if I were a little less experienced with charms—but nevertheless it is a good strategy to use if one is able. I daresay that the dummy will—”

The target dummy clattered to the duelling stage.

“There we are,” said Flitwick. “Now, I should like you to come up to the stage in groups of three to six—decide amongst yourselves—to first practise with the Levitation Spell against the dummies. Then—and only when I direct you to do so—we may progress to casting it upon one another! A word of advice—you may leverage your knowledge of the Levitation Charm to help you in this endeavour. The theoretical frameworks underpinning each spell are remarkably similar. Good luck!”

“Us three?” Harry said, looking at Tracey and Blaise.

“Well, obviously,” said Tracey. “But Justin’s not here this week—we should ask Ernie and Susan to join our group as well!” She didn’t wait for a response. She went and grabbed Ernie and Susan and brought them back.

“Alright?” said Ernie. “Hope I don’t bring the standard down.” He glanced between the other four, all of whom were part of the Pariturium.

“You’ll be fine,” said Susan. “You’re not a bad duellist, don’t be so down on yourself! Although I am glad we get a chance to practise against each other—no offence, Ern, but I might end up facing Harry or Zabini in the competition and it’d be nice to have some practise in.”

Harry thought that was fair. It was always nice to spar against other competitors, since the standard was higher and it gave a good opportunity to scout for strategies in case they got drawn in the tournament.

“Come on then,” said Blaise. “We’d better get started—could take us a few goes to even get the spell right and we haven’t got all night.” He climbed up onto the stage and picked out a free dummy.

Harry and the others followed.

They took turns attempting to lift the dummy into the air, and then once they’d all managed it, moved on to casting other spells on it while it floated. It was all good practise, and Harry was glad he hadn’t skipped the session. Not that he’d been going to, even if he had considered it a few times. Still.

It got better still when Flitwick allowed them to practise on each other, and they spent the rest of the session sending each other into the air in short bursts. When Harry, Tracey, and Blaise went back to the dungeons, Harry felt quite relaxed.

Relaxed and ready to compete at the weekend.

*

On Saturday morning Harry stood at the Quidditch Pitch – or where the Quidditch Pitch used to be, anyway – with the other five competitors in the semi-finals. He held his Firebolt in one hand, clutched his wand with the other.

Some of the other competitors were talking, but Harry looked up at the hazard course instead.

It was long. Easily three Quidditch Pitches long, perhaps even four. The course folded back on itself, curled in an almost helical manner. Some of the obstacles inside were visible from the ground, although the Karamazov’s Tunnels blocked some of the others. An expansive K-Stack awaited, and it was no doubt filled with much more difficult hazards than the first round.

Although a few would probably be the same. No sense in wasting a good enchantment, after all.

Having flown a proper competitive hazard course once already, Harry knew it would be manageable. Beyond that, though… well. That was another thing entirely.

The Ministry official fussed with the Whizzers while Bagman gave his commentary, and Harry waited. He’d done as much practise as he could. Attended Hooch’s sessions. Booked use of the bludgers for his own attempts at training.

But it could still all be for nothing.

The problem with the hazard course, Harry had realised, was that it wasn’t just a race against his opponents. The course itself was perhaps the biggest opponent he could face. He could outfly all of his fellow competitors – literally had done so before in the speed race and others besides. But the hazards… it wasn’t about speed. It was about finesse, quick thinking, even wandwork.

“…so on my count,” Bagman was saying, and Harry gripped his broom tighter. He kept his wand out, mindful that the semi-finals would probably include much more in the way of tricky obstacles than the first round. “Three, two, one… go!”

Harry kicked off.

He and Autry immediately moved into the lead, the superior acceleration of the Firebolt winning over the slower Hayami – and totally outclassing the other, much slower, brooms on the course.

Harry pointed himself right at the K-Stack. There was no telling what the conditions would be like on the other side of the aperture, so he prepared himself for complete darkness. Or blinding light. He had his goggles on, anyway. He could deal with any that.

Harry slipped inside the first tunnel in the K-Stack. Once on the other side it was hard to tell if there had been a change. The same pale daylight filled the first Tunnel in the Stack as shone outside. It was warmer inside, but only a little. The only big difference – the only difference Harry could see, anyway – was that he could no longer see outside of the K-Stack. The walls were grey, opaque.

Harry felt it prudent to go carefully, watch for obstacles… but didn’t. Autry had come through to the K-Stack with Harry, and she wasn’t waiting around. Didn’t seem the least bit concerned at the hazards ahead. Reluctantly Harry followed.

Harry edged his Firebolt forwards and glanced left and right, up and down as he did. There had to be some kind of hazard in the first tunnel, even if he couldn’t see it. And he couldn’t see very far into the distance, not even with his goggles – some sort of obscuring charm, Harry supposed.

He kept his wand in hand and followed Autry as quickly as he dared, occasionally glancing back to see where Giovanna and Serrano were. There wasn’t much in it, but the slower brooms and a more cautious approach to the K-Stack let Harry just edge past them.

And still there was no sign of a hazard.

Maybe they’ve given us an easy start, Harry thought, even though that didn’t feel right. Autry had gone, extended her lead enough that she’d got lost in the obscuring spell – at least to Harry’s eyes.

There was nothing to do but keep going, to fly between the markers and hope the hazard didn’t come completely out of nowhere.

As Harry moved further into the tunnel he started to hear a click-clacking noise. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack.

Over and over.

Soon enough Harry edged into view of dozens upon dozens of – dozens of something, anyway – swarming about the tunnel in a cloud. He couldn’t see Autry, although he could hear her. Yelps of pain from within the click-clacking cloud, but not a broom or a rider in sight.

Birds? Harry wondered. Although no bird Harry knew of made sounds like that. Snitches? But snitches, too, made a different sound. More of a fuzzy buzz. Whatever they were hurt, and Harry didn’t know the Shield Charm. He could try a Banishing Charm on the … whatevers … but he wasn’t very good at those. An Imperturbable Charm, possibly, but those were advanced and Harry had only asked Theodore to teach it to him a week before… And Giovanna and Serrano had more or less completely caught up to him. Any further lingering would see him fall into fourth place.

Harry sighed.

Nothing to do but fly right through, Harry decided.

As Serrano sped past Harry and into the cloud, Harry sped up, too. Harry cast a hasty – and barely successful – Imperturbable Charm around himself and his broom as he raced into the cloud. It wouldn’t stand up to much, but should prevent the worst of whatever it was inside the cloud.

So Harry hoped, anyway.

Once inside, the nature of the click-clacking obstacles became clearer.

Little sets of disembodied teeth, complete with wings, chomped through the air near the end of the first tunnel in the K-Stack. Autry had gone in completely unprotected, got swarmed by them. She flew a messy, clumsy circle as she tried to get the gnashing teeth away from her tail-twigs.

Serrano fared better. Like Harry, he’d shielded himself from the teeth, and flew through without much fuss.

Harry followed. He dipped down to avoid Autry, who blocked the tunnel with her flight path, and then flew through the cloud of flying teeth as quick as he could. The teeth clattered against his barrier and went bouncing off, one after another, as they attempted to bite Harry and his broom.

Nice one, Theodore! Harry thought as he watched the teeth bounce off his shield. He’d have to remember to thank him for that one, as otherwise he’d have ended up like Autry. He glanced back to check on Autry – and Giovanna’s – progress. Autry was still having trouble with the teeth, but Giovanna had shielded herself well enough that she—

Harry’s Imperturbable Charm failed.

A flock of the winged teeth came barrelling at him, chomping. Harry ducked to avoid them. He didn’t dare use his wand, not when it could get irreparably damaged. So instead, he kept his wand tucked close to his broom, leaned in to make himself as small a target as he could, and flew on.

I’m faster than they are, Harry realised. The flying teeth – whatever they were – were unlikely to be able to match the Firebolt’s speeds. So Harry accelerated. Faster, then faster. And faster again.

Teeth bounced off. Others got left in his wake.

Just as Harry cleared the cloud, one of the teeth bit him. Right on the nose.

He yelped.

“Oh, you little shit—” he swore. But the teeth were long gone, having flown back to join their comrades in the cloud, and Harry cleared the first tunnel.

He passed through the aperture and into the next area, this one ensorcelled so that the walls were clear. He could see the crowd, if he really wanted. And hear it, too. Even Bagman’s commentary.

“…Potter and Fantoni both in the helicoptopus zone, and let me tell you, this one’s a real pleasure to watch! Bred by Hogwarts’s own Rubeus Hagrid specially for the Aerobaticum, we…”

Harry tuned Bagman out. Glanced back, saw Giovanna. Looked ahead, and saw…

Something.

Something that must have been the helicoptopus Bagman was on about, but all Harry could see was a spinning, multicoloured blob. Giovanna drew up towards Harry within moments, and they both flew towards the helicoptopuses.

There were three of them Harry could see, one which spun lazily in the distance, and two closer which seemed much more energetic. Closer to them Harry could see that they were, in fact, octopuses. Some sort of magically bred, flying octopus that behaved like a helicopter.

The K-Tunnel narrowed ahead of them. Harry could slip past, easy. The trouble was that he didn’t know what a helicoptopus did. He’d never heard of them before, and if Bagman had meant that Hagrid had created them, they could do literally anything.

Caution told him to hang back. Every ounce of instinct. Every fibre in his bones told him to wait, watch, observe. Let Giovanna go first in case the helicoptopus did anything ridiculous, which seemed likely given who’d bred it. But Giovanna flew on, seemingly heedless of the danger.

She flew an elegant little loop around the first two, then zipped past the third like it was nothing. Courtesy of the tuning on her Hayami broom, leaving Harry back at the start.

Harry pushed forward. Autry was behind, and Chang, and Montague. Lingering wouldn’t get him anywhere.

He skirted the frantic helicoptopuses – helicoptopi? – as fast as he dared, and made it past them. He slowed down to go past lazier one.

As he drew nearer to it, the helicoptopus stopped spinning and looked Harry dead in the eyes.

Then it spat at him. Thick, oozing black ink that coated his robes.

Ink spilled, the helicoptopus spun once more, moved away from Harry.

Well, that wasn’t so bad, Harry thought. Just a bit of ink. He could cope with that… except it wasn’t just a bit of ink. Harry watched with horror as the ink hardened, grew heavier. It formed almost a girdle around his waist, tightened his robes.

Restricted his movement.

“Bollocks,” Harry said. At least his hands were free. He flew on. The course wound upwards and curled back around, so Harry followed the shape of the tunnel, glancing forward to check on the hazards. Then back to check on his competitors. Autry and Chang had both made it through to the helicoptopuses.

Harry flew on. If he could catch up to Giovann and Serrano without getting stopped by too many hazards, that would be enough. He just needed…


  THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!


Three bludgers smashed against his head, one after the other. Harry drifted, dazed. By the time he’d gained control of himself, they were coming back for another go.

Harry dipped down. Dodged left. Sped away into the distance – the bludgers would be enchanted to stay in their zone. He just had to get away, get into the next tunnel. Easy.

Except there were more bludgers up ahead, ready and waiting to replace the ones he’d just outflown.

But dodging bludgers was easy. Well, not exactly easy, but Harry knew he could do it. He’d booked special sessions with the bludgers to train on them. So Harry flew through the bludgers, dodging left, dipping down, even looped around once. Managed not to get hit at all and sailed through the aperture at the end of the tunnel and into the next.

The roar of the crowd died as Harry entered the next tunnel. The walls had gone opaque again, the same grey as the first tunnel. No wind. A steady, but not especially bright, enchanted light filled the tunnel. That in its own was enough to give Harry pause, but he shook off the feeling. He could see Giovanna and Serrano not far ahead of him.

Harry accelerated. There was nothing ahead of him. Nothing physical, anyway. He could gain a bit of speed freely enough to catch up to the slower Hayami brooms, so he pushed forward and—

A brick wall materialised out of nowhere. At the last second Harry pulled up, looped away.

As Harry flew back through the tunnel the wall disappeared again. It rematerialised as soon as he approached again.

“That’s annoying,” Harry muttered to himself as he flew in a tight circle around the wall. He could dispel the enchantment, but he doubted it would respond to the General Counterspell. He tried it anyway.

It didn’t work.

Harry thought through his options. The wall could function like the barrier at King’s Cross, and allow someone through if they believed they could. Harry put his hand out to touch the wall.

It was solid.

“So, not that.”

Maybe if he flew away, then went really fast as he approached, he could out speed the conjuration and…

But that was a stupid idea. To really test it he’d have to keep going and wouldn’t have the time to pull out of the manoeuvre if it didn’t work.

He’d have to blow a hole through the wall. The Blasting Curse would be best, but he didn’t know it, and after Rita Skeeter’s articles decrying his fondness for Dark magic, it seemed a bad idea to give that particular spell such a public outing.

I’ll use the Reductor Curse, Harry decided. It was also technically speaking Dark, but it was such a commonly used spell that if Rita tried harping on about it, she’d make a lot of people quite annoyed.

“Reducto!” Harry said.

The wall exploded into a fine mist.

Keen not to get blocked by it again, Harry zipped through. The tunnel had several more walls, but Harry dealt with them swiftly enough now that he knew the trick. He dodged bludgers and blasted walls into dust and made his way through the third tunnel.

The fourth tunnel had nothing much in it. A slalom course, more of the flying teeth, and a couple of bludgers. Harry made it through without any fuss, managed to catch up to Giovanna and Serrano just before the exit to the fifth and final tunnel.

Inside the fifth tunnel it was dark. Darker, anyway. Harry adjusted his goggles to compensate and moved forward slowly. He couldn’t see Giovanna or Serrano, but he could see bludgers.

Dozens of them.

They whizzed about the tunnel faster than any bludger Harry had ever seen. They hadn’t seemed to notice him yet, and there were no wizards with bats hitting them in his direction.

Harry moved into the path of the bludgers. He could probably avoid them with some careful flying, but accelerating to top speed was out of the question. Not enough manoeuvrability.

Harry moved through the bludgers, dodging, dipping, diving. A handful knocked into his broom, but none hit his body. Up ahead were disembodied fists punching through the air of the tunnel.

Harry zipped through. He caught up to Serrano after the second set of fists. The other wizard was close enough to touch.

If Harry could get through to the tunnel’s end before him, he stood at chance at second place. Giovanna was nowhere to be seen. Probably out of the Stack already.


  Think about that later!


Harry kept pace with Serrano after that. He arched up and around a fist, dodged bludgers, and kept his eye on the far side of the K-Stack. He could go faster than Serrano, but in such close quarters, getting that speed out of his Firebolt was proving difficult. Serrano, though, could go at top speed. Spun around to avoid bludgers then executed a complex stop to avoid the fists.

If Harry wanted to secure a place in second he’d need to beat Serrano. He had to get ahead of him, lure the other boy into getting punched by a giant fist.

And the only way for that was to use the Firebolt’s speed.

There wasn’t much of the course left. A handful of over-tuned bludgers and then another set of fists.

Harry coaxed more from his broom. He couldn’t manage the same sort of manoeuvres as Serrano, but with a bit of forethought, didn’t think he would need to. He just needed to watch…

Harry ducked under a fist, then flew in an arch to avoid the next without having to stop. He leaned in, angled his broom towards Serrano as if he were going to ram. Moved faster.

Through some bludgers. Right past a fist.

Serrano still in the lead.

If I can just…

Harry pushed forward. Edged closer to Serrano, forced more speed from the Firebolt.  If he could just get Serrano to pull back—

Serrano peeled off. Did a sharp loop.

And Harry flew right into the path of a fist.

The Firebolt went spinning off into the sides of the K-Stack. Harry gripped the shaft tight, made sure he still held his wand. By the time he’d righted himself, Serrano was gone. Out of the Stack.

Harry sighed.

He took the course a bit more carefully after that, keen not to get any more points for collisions, and reached the outside himself not long after.

He flew to the finish line and joined Giovanna and Serrano.

“Tough luck,” Serrano said.

“Thanks,” muttered Harry. “It was my fault—should have realised you’d be trying to do the same thing as me.”

Bagman prattled on. Harry watched the rest of the race but it was over quite quickly after his own finish. Chang got out after Harry, followed by Autry – covered nearly head to toe in the hardened black ink from the helicoptopus. Montague didn’t make it out at all. Got stung by the helicoptopus, according to Bagman.

“…and after tallying up the scores,” Bagman said, “we’ve got our finalists! Not a surprise to anyone who saw her fly, our first place goes to Giovanna Fantoni of Durmstrang! Well done, Miss Fantoni! In second place we’ve got Emiliano Serrano of Beauxbatons! Well done, Mr Serrano! In third place we have Harry Potter of Hogwarts School! Well done, Mr Potter! Unfortunately for our other…”

Harry tuned him out.

Third wasn’t the worst thing. It got him through to the finals, at least. He’d have to step up his game if he wanted to win, but he thought it at least possible. Difficult, but… possible. Harry stuck around a while longer to speak with the others, give comments to press representatives, but made his way back to the Slytherin Common Room as quickly as possible after all that.

He wanted to take a well-deserved rest.

*

That gave Harry another week to practise for the finals of the hazards, and he was determined not to come last then. So, as had become his routine throughout the Tournament, Harry spent as much time as he possibly could outside of lessons on his broom or practising his duelling, whether through official sessions of Duelling Club and flight training with Hooch, or on his own whenever he could fit it in.

He’d even considered skipping some of his less important lessons, such as Divination, but his friends had convinced him it wasn’t worth potentially getting in trouble just for one more hour in the air. Not that Harry really cared, especially since Trelawney would most likely pretend to have foreseen his absence anyway, but he’d trudged all the way up to the Divination classroom at the very top of the castle with everyone else anyway.

Harry had regretted it almost as soon as he entered the too-hot classroom, its air filled with the cloying scent of Trelawney’s favoured incense.

“Today, children, we shall practise that most fundamental of divinatory arts, the most basic skill you shall need on your divination journey,” Trelawney said. “I am of course speaking of reading the tarot! Those of you who go on to study an OWL and NEWT in Divination—and I know already who you are, my dears—will spend a lot more time with the tarot of course, but it is of great importance that we all have a grounding in basic divinatory techniques!” Trelawney paused for a few moments to look around the classroom, seemingly to look each and every student there right in the eyes.

“In your pairs and threes I want you to practise reading each other’s cards using the techniques we covered in last week’s lesson. Do multiple readings using all of the decks on your tables to find the deck which works best with your magic. I will of course be available to help interpret should the need arise, but from what I have Seen, you are all more than capable of such a task.”

Trelawney sat down in her armchair and watched over the classroom, peering out from behind her thick glasses.

Harry rolled his eyes but reached for one of the decks of tarot cards on his little table anyway.

“I’ll go first,” Harry said. “Get it out of the way.”

“What deck is that?” asked Theodore, who had his quill and parchment out to take notes. “For my notes.”

“Does it even matter?” asked Blaise. “It’s all nonsense anyway.”

“The French one,” said Harry. “I’ll do yours, Theodore.”

Harry took out the cards and shuffled them, then realised he hadn’t done any of the mind-clearing bollocks Trelawney kept on about, so started again. This time Harry closed his eyes and slowed his breathing as he shuffled the cards. He focused on his ‘Inner Eye’ and then dealt out the cards to Theodore.

When Harry had finished he looked over the cards and attempted to interpret them using the notes he’d made the previous week.

“So, er, you got…” Harry glanced at his notes. “The Emperor! Which way is it…? Upright, yeah. So you got the Emperor, and he’s upright, so that’s supposed to mean fatherhood. That’s what’s written here, anyway. So maybe you’re going to have a baby!”

“I doubt it,” said Theodore. “It means control and authority, as well, so it could have something to do with my father, I suppose. Or a teacher. Do the next card.”

“Right, yeah. Er… you’ve got the Hermit, and he’s upside down,” continued Harry. “Which I think means you’re going to be lonely. Or get lost. And then the last one is the Elephant. No, er, the…”

“The Hierophant,” said Blaise. “God, your handwriting’s awful.”

“Yeah, that one,” said Harry. “It’s upside down as well, so that means you’re going to be a rebel, or find a new approach to something.” Harry leaned back to consider all three cards at once, like his notes said to do.

“Mate, I really do think you’re going to become a dad. Look, it’s all there in the cards. Fatherhood, loneliness and isolation, and then finding a new approach,” Harry said.

Theodore just shook his head.

“Funny. But it could also just mean I get in trouble with my dad or a teacher, and then have to do detention or get grounded, and it makes me a better person.”

Harry shrugged.

“I liked mine better.”

 “I’ll do yours next,” Theodore said. Theodore took the cards from Harry and shuffled them with his eyes closed.

He dealt three cards to Harry.

“The Tower, upright,” Theodore said. He moved to the next card. “The Wheel of Fortune, upright.” He dealt the final card. “Death, upright.”

Theodore frowned.

“These cards mean lots of change,” he said. “The Tower means radical change, so maybe a portent for your duelling next month? It can mean change in relationships, or loss of money… The Wheel of Fortune means change and inevitable fate. Death…”

“Means I’m going to die?” said Harry. He grinned. “I’ve had my death predicted in nearly every Divination lesson so far, but it’s not happened yet, has it?”

“It’s not literal death,” muttered Theodore. “It means change, too. Upright like this it can mean metamorphic change. So your cards mean that something in your life is going to undergo radical, fundamental change, but it’s inevitable, so don’t worry about it, I suppose. And they were upright and I think that means they’re good.”

“That sounds like bollocks,” Harry said.

“Maybe it means you start going out with Tracey,” said Blaise. “The Tower can have a meaning for love, can’t it?” Harry started to respond, but Blaise had already moved on by then. “Go on then, someone do mine.”

Harry took the cards back off Theodore and shuffled them again for Blaise. He didn’t rate cartomancy overly highly, but it wasn’t the worst way to spend Divination.

Harry spent the rest of the hour’s Divination lesson reading tarot for Blaise and Theodore, and having his own cards read in turn. Both Theodore and Blaise’s cards had some degree of variation in them, neither boy received exactly the same hand of cards from any of the decks the three boys tried out, although most hands did spell out a similar sequence of events.

Harry, however, kept getting the same three cards in the same order regardless of who, when, or how they were dealt – even when he tried to read his own cards.

“I’m going to get Trelawney,” Theodore decided after Harry received the Tower, Wheel, and Death for the ninth time in a row. He’d called over the professor before Harry could stop him.

“Professor, Harry keeps getting the same three cards every time, no matter which deck we use or who does the reading. Is that normal? What does it mean?” Theodore asked.

“It means that his fate is sealed, that it is written in the stars, the very earth on which we stand,” said Trelawney in the voice she used when she wanted to sound ominous. “To have such an omen delivered by the hands of novice seers—those without an ounce of true Sight—is rare indeed. Which cards have you received, my dear?” Trelawney said. She glanced down at the table. “Oh, oh my. Dire portents indeed.”

“Right,” said Harry. “Why?”

He wasn’t entirely convinced that the tarot readings had meant anything at all, but he couldn’t discount the possibility that divination had a little bit of something to it. After all, there were such things as true prophecies and everyone said there were still some bits that worked. And it was rather unlikely that the same three cards could be dealt in the same way nine times in a row by three different people.

“Allow me to do another reading using my, shall we say, less clouded Eye,” said Trelawney, ignoring Harry’s question.

Trelawney took the deck of cards from Theodore and shuffled them, humming a low, discordant tune as she did so. She dealt the cards to Harry, and nothing had changed—once again, Harry saw the Tower, the Wheel of Fortune, and the Death cards placed in front of him. “I see…”

She cleared the cards away. Reached into her robe pocket and pulled out a well-worn tarot deck of her own. Dealt them again.

“How curious…” she said. She stared at the cards from her own deck. It was the exact same set of cards in the same order as before.

“The Tower is representative of fundamental change, my dear boy,” said Trelawney. “It is a card of fire, and thus, primal energy and spiritual change. Paired with the Wheel, which is a card of true inevitability, and also of fire… There is most certainly a great deal of change on the horizon for you.”

“Right,” said Harry again. “And the Death card?” Knowing Trelawney, Harry expected her to tell him it meant he’d die at the earliest opportunity. Next week during the hazard race, perhaps, or maybe even walking back to the dungeons at the end of the day.

“While it is true that the Death card can mean a literal death,” Trelawney said slowly, “I do not believe that to be the case here. Instead, the Death card reinforces the message from the earlier three cards, that of radical and fundamental change. It is a card of water, which you might think tempers the cards of fire from before, but water is an element of fluidity. It is receptive and adaptive. That does, I think, marry nicely with the previous two cards, and gives the reading perhaps a more hopeful air than could be suggested.”

Trelawney stared down at the cards for a few moments.

“There are many interpretations of these cards,” murmured Trelawney. “I would suggest in this case it has to do with your upcoming duelling match, or perhaps the Aerobaticum. Do not set your sights on victory, my dear—instead, be prepared to be adaptable and make new choices about your goals in life. Yes, this is the most likely interpretation of the cards…”

Trelawney didn’t appear convinced.

“What about the other interpretations, Professor?” Theodore asked.

Trelawney paused, gazing down at the cards, tapping her second finger against her thumb of one hand, and tracing the outline of the cards with the other.

“The cards do not always tell of what will happen to us,” she said eventually. “Sometimes, the cards speak of events that happen around us, events for which we are the central figure. That is also possible, but…”

Trelawney drew her hand back from the cards and glanced at her watch. “Ah! That is all the time we have for this week! If you are interested, Mr Nott, please feel free to stay behind after the lesson so I can explain further.”

“Er, that’s alright, Professor. I think I got the gist,” said Theodore.

By then most of the rest of the class had flooded from the room, clearly excited to be free from Divination for another week. Harry waited the few moments it took for Theodore to pack away his things and then joined them.

Harry listened to Daphne explain her thoughts on her tarot readings half-heartedly, since he wasn’t really interested. He stopped listening altogether when he noticed Draco slip away from the rest of the Slytherins in the direction of the secret seventh floor room.

“I just remembered I forgot something in Trelawney’s room,” Harry said suddenly, interrupting Daphne. “I’ll catch up, no need to wait.” Harry ducked away and followed Draco.

If he was lucky, Draco would let slip the secret to entering the room. If not, Harry could catch up to the others easily enough.

“He didn’t even get anything out of his bag all lesson,” Harry heard Theodore say as he walked away.

Harry thought his excuse for dashing off a poor one, too, but it was the first thing that came to mind. He followed Draco once again, but this time he ducked into an alcove and pulled his Invisibility Cloak from his bag. He covered himself with it and walked behind Draco quietly.

When Draco reached the tapestry of the dancing trolls he paused to look around, then walked through the corridor – past the hidden door – three times. Harry got as close as he dared, which was still a few feet away, but couldn’t hear Draco say anything, and he didn’t even have his wand out.

Draco slipped inside the doorway, but it had disappeared only moments after he entered it.

Harry groaned.

Lost him again. How is he opening the bloody door?

Harry checked no one was watching and then took off his Cloak and stuffed it back into his bag. He wasn’t going to figure it out that afternoon. Harry wished he had a list of secret passages, or passwords, or even just some sort of annotated map of the castle.

Sirius had a map once! Harry remembered. He’d lost it – had it taken from him, or something like that – but it had existed, and from what Harry remembered Sirius saying, it had information on secret passages and rooms, too.

Harry took out a scrap of parchment and his self-inking quill and knelt down to write a letter to Sirius.


  Padfoot,



  You said you and my dad had a map of the school, didn’t you? I know you lost it, but do you remember anything about a secret room on the seventh floor? It’s opposite this tapestry with dancing trolls on it. I can’t figure out how to open it. Do you know how?



  I’ve tried everything I can think of—standard passwords, tapping it with my wand, thinking a certain thing. Nothing works. You can’t even see there’s a door or anything meant to be there. But I know there is one because I saw someone go through, then it disappears.



  One of the boys in my dorm—Draco Malfoy—keeps on disappearing into it.  He’s been acting weird all year. Asking questions in class with Moody—Mad Eye Moody, the Auror—about Voldemort and the Blood War. He’s been better at magic, like someone’s been giving him tips, but he’s always on his own. I think there’s something strange going on. His dad’s been acting oddly, too—Lucius Malfoy. The one who said he was under the Imperius Curse during the War. He asked me to give Draco a message because he won’t answer letters from home. 



  Lucius Malfoy seems stressed. My mate Theodore said his dad—Sinistrus Nott, he wasn’t convicted but there’s rumours he was a Death Eater—has been over to the Malfoys’ in the summer, and Theodore told me he never seemed happy when he came back.



  I know it’s all a bit vague but I think it has something to do with Voldemort, and with Wormtail.



  Write back as soon as you can, please.



  Harry


Harry rolled the parchment up into a scroll and tied it off, then headed straight to the Owlery. He didn’t want to waste any time getting the letter sent off to Sirius. As soon as Harry arrived into the owls’ tower he sought out Agrippa and tied the letter to his leg.

Harry glanced about to check no one else was around, then gave his owl instructions.

“To Sirius, please,” Harry said. “That’s a good boy. Thank you!”

The owl soared off into the distance, and Harry set off back towards the dungeons at a jog. He used the passageway that exited near the entrance to the Slytherin Common Room and caught up to his friends just as they went inside.

“You took your time,” said Blaise as he, Theodore, and Harry returned to their dormitory.

“Yeah, went to send a letter,” Harry said. “I just thought—while I’m there, you know. And I’m going to go do some flying now—I booked use of the bludgers so I’d best get to it.”

Harry dumped his things in his dormitory, changed into his flight gear, and then left the dungeons for an evening of flying.

  






30. Chapter 30 - The Eye of the Storm


    
    Chapter 30 – The Eye of the Storm
Sirius hadn’t sent back a reply by the time Harry had to compete in the third and final round of the hazards the next morning. Although Harry hadn’t really expected him to – Harry still had no idea where in the world Sirius actually was, so it was entirely possible the letter hadn’t reached him yet. So Harry pushed all thoughts of the Draco, his parents, and their links to Voldemort and Wormtail out of his mind so he could focus on the hazards.

Bagman went through all his usual prattle and blather as he worked up the crowd. Harry ignored him.

Instead of listening, Harry closed his eyes and let the low buzz of the crowd wash over him as he stood at the starting line, broom in hand. There were only three of them stood there that time, all of the other competitors having been disqualified in the first and second rounds. Giovanna, currently first on points and representing Durmstrang; Emiliano Serrano, second and from Beauxbatons; and Harry himself, placed third from points.

“Fraulein Daryna said that they were still making changes to the hazard course until this morning,” Giovanna said to Harry and Serrano. Harry opened his eyes.

“Really? Hooch didn’t mention anything,” Harry said. But then, that was hardly surprising for Hooch. She often said things she shouldn’t and left unsaid things she should.

Giovanna nodded.                                         

“Yes. She did not say what we would be flying against, but I get the sense that it is much more difficult than the last two rounds.”

“They probably calibrated the hazard course specifically to us, now that they know exactly who will be flying—and on what brooms,” said Serrano. He glanced at Harry’s Firebolt.

Harry hadn’t thought about that. He supposed it did make sense. Giovanna and Serrano both flew Hayami ‘94s, which had a different set of specs than the Firebolt. Differentially tuned parts of the course – whether whole Tunnels or just specific obstacles within them — would prove difficult to deal with for all three flyers. The course planners had already done some of that in the earlier rounds but having to account for the much slower brooms of the other competitors… well, Harry assumed they’d taken it up a notch.

He would have.

Harry looked up at the K-Stack. The tunnels stretched on and on, then coiled around themselves in layers.

It was enormous.

Far larger than the one from the first round, or even the semi-finals, it easily spanned eight Quidditch Pitches and climbed high into the sky, winding back like a gigantic aerial snake. It was possible to see inside it from outside, of course, so Harry had a decent enough idea of some of the obstacles within. Bagman had said there were six Tunnels coiled into a helix around a central ‘vortex’, which looked to Harry like the maelstrom Hooch had put on for the qualifiers, but vertical. Harry thought the last Tunnel in the Stack had a maelstrom in it, since the air churned visibly, infused with witchlight although he doubted that would be the only hazard it contained.

Harry would have to be wary. The planners hadn’t exactly been sparing in the first two rounds, but Harry knew they would have drawn from the full gamut of professional-tier hazard races to build the finals. And in the last round they’d even put in specially-bred magical creatures – ones which hadn’t even existed until Hagrid bred them. No doubt the helicoptopus would get another outing.

“Well, good luck,” Harry said. “Let the best flyer win.”

“Oh, she will,” said Giovanna. She winked.

Harry ignored the fluttering in his stomach and looked back up at the K-Stack. The race was about to start, after all, and he didn’t want to be … distracted.

Bagman sounded just about ready to count the flyers in, so Harry gripped his broom and got ready to mount.

“…go!” said Bagman.

Harry shot off and rose into the air, heading towards the entrance to the K-Stack. He got there faster than either of his fellow competitors, but he knew it wouldn’t matter once they got inside. Inside the Stack speed could be just as much of an enemy as a friend.

Harry slipped into the first Tunnel of the Stack. The roar of the crowd died off, but the light inside the Tunnel was the same as it had been outside. The air cooled to a chill. Harry didn’t mind that so much, given his gloves and flight robes, but the prospect of snow or ice did worry him.

Giovanna and Serrano joined Harry within the K-Stack only moments later.

Harry sped up. He couldn’t maintain a consistent speed over the whole course, but he could at least protect a little lead at the beginning.

Harry flew through the Tunnel. As he flew further in, visible crystals of ice started to form around his glasses. His nose started tingling as the air grew colder and colder. About half-way through the Tunnel never-melting snow started to fall. At first from the Tunnel roof, but then up from its floor and in from its sides. It came in quick, and thick, almost like a blizzard. All contained within the first tunnel in the K-Stack.

Harry whipped out his wand and cast a quick Impervius Charm over his glasses and robes, then secured his wand to push forward.

Behind him, Harry was dimly aware of Giovanna and Serrano doing much the same thing.

Charm done, the snow slid right off Harry and he could press on relatively unbothered. He wondered briefly where the snow went once it left the Tunnel – if it melted or stuck to the ground – but turned his attention back to the race. He assumed the finals wouldn’t just start off with a bit of snow.

Snow soon turned to hail, large balls of ice shooting throughout the Tunnel in every direction. The larger balls Harry could dodge, but dozens and dozens of smaller hailstones smacked into every part of him time and time again.

Harry sped up again to get out of the hailstorm, but as he did so, noticed a heavy drag on his broom the further into the Tunnel he got.


  What’s this, then?


Harry glanced about but couldn’t see any change. But the cold air grew thicker, heavier almost, to the point where Harry felt like he was flying through treacle. He leaned in closer to his broom and coaxed a bit more speed from the Firebolt.

Or tried to, anyway.

The trouble was, even as Harry pushed the Firebolt to its maximum speed using as much power as he could, he felt like he was getting nowhere. If he had to guess the Firebolt was managing to get to about a quarter of its top speed even at its full power draw, and nothing Harry did could get anything more out of it. It was a sophisticated piece of kit – literally magical – but it couldn’t work miracles.

Harry glanced behind him and saw both Serrano and Giovanna having the exact same issue – only worse because the Firebolt was inherently more powerful than the Hayami ’94. Harry took out his wand and cast a General Counterspell at the air around him, but it didn’t do anything. He hadn’t really expected it to, but he felt like he’d had to try just in case. Next, Harry tried out a wind spell he’d used over the course of the duelling, and it didn’t work either – although it did blow away the snow and ice.

Deciding there was nothing to do but tough it out, Harry put away his wand leaned in as close to his broom as he could and pointed himself forward. The Tunnel wound upwards around the central column, so Harry followed it as quickly as the slowing spells let him until he finally caught sight of the end. The journey to the end of the Tunnel lasted what felt like an age. The slowing spell was almost like a physical weight against his broom, slowing him down.

Eventually Harry, battered by hailstones, wet from snow, and frustrated at the slow ascent through the Stack, passed into the next Tunnel and out of the slowing spell. Harry hurtled through the first part of the second Tunnel in the Stack at top speed.

Shit! Harry thought. He jerked his broom upwards to counteract the drag of the wind in the tunnel. Slowed as much as he could. After a few tricky moments Harry brought the Firebolt to a wobbly stop, then took a few moments to get his bearings.

A strong wind churned through the Tunnel. Probably not as strong as the vortex at the centre, but strong enough that it gave Harry pause. Strong enough to batter Harry and send his broom jittering from side to side, at least.

Harry got knocked left and right but didn’t feel especially unstable. The wind seemed just strong enough to knock a broom off course, but not so strong as to throw a rider. That, Harry could deal with. Although the Tunnel wasn’t dark at all, Harry could still only see a few feet ahead of himself – the same obscuring spell from the semi-finals.

Harry flew forwards until after just a couple of feet the wind changed direction and knocked him off course. He slowed down and made a careful turn, only for it to happen again as he inched his way through the Tunnel.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake…” he said. Making fine turns on a Firebolt was possible – easy, even given its suite of spells – but only at the slower speeds. Harry had pulled off some fast turns in the speed race, but with that powerful wind as well… He just didn’t want to risk it. Not for a few seconds’ lead.  Harry reckoned Krum could have pulled off the turns at a faster speed, but Harry wasn’t prepared to overshoot and go crashing out of the Stack. Even if he wasn’t outright disqualified, the points penalty would be so large he might as well have been. So Harry started the laborious task of moving through the Tunnel going along with the direction of the wind whenever it changed.

By the time Harry got a quarter of the way through the second Tunnel his lead on Giovanna and Serrano disappeared. Both came hurtling through the Tunnel on their Hayamis. While Harry struggled to maintain speed and a smooth flight path, Giovanna executed a series of perfect needlepoint turns to overtake him, followed only moments later by Serrano.

All done at top speed.


  Bloody Hayamis.


Harry flew through the rest of the wind cells, conscious that he was losing time to Serrano and Giovanna. Two-thirds of the way through the Tunnel a pack of bludgers whizzed past Harry. He dipped the nose of his broom down to avoid them, but ended up swept along with the wind as it changed direction.


  THWACK!


A bludger crashed into Harry’s back. Harry wobbled on his broom and gripped the shaft hard. He definitely didn’t want to risk a fall, not with that wind and those bludgers. With bludgers on the loose, and both his fellow competitors already into the third Tunnel, Harry pressed on. He threw himself into the twists and turns of the second Tunnel’s churning wind, and knew his flying was sloppy. Far sloppier than he would have liked. He felt like he was getting thrown about by the wind more than he was actually flying through, but he made it to the end of the Tunnel without getting hit by any more bludgers.

The enchanted winds died as Harry approached the entrance to the third Tunnel. He came hurtling out of them towards the aperture. Harry shot through it as fast as he dared, keen to leave the bludgers far behind him.

The Tunnel exit constricted around Harry and his broom as he attempted to pass through it. It didn’t quite stop him completely, but his progress slowed to a crawl, even as he coaxed the Firebolt into its full power draw. The walls of the Tunnel closed around him, and slowly were replaced by something wet and pulsating, dripping an odd slime. The light dimmed significantly, but his goggles picked up the slack.

Harry retched.

The sickly-sweet smell of rotting meat wafted up his nose, left behind by the squelching, squeezing tunnel as Harry wriggled his way through on his Firebolt. Harry had heard of obstacles like this one before. Professionals called them sausages. They were unpopular for reasons Harry now understood perfectly. He certainly hadn’t been prepared for how revolting it was to actually pass through one.

Wet, slimy walls pressed in against Harry’s broom. Slime dripped over his face, matted his hair. And the smell…

It took Harry a few minutes to get through to what looked like a thick ring of muscle, stubbornly shut although pulsating with the rest of the obstacle.

Harry considered what he could do. He didn’t want to open his mouth, not while the sausage closed in around him dripping its meaty slime everywhere, so he took out his wand and poked at the ring of muscular material.

Nothing happened.

Harry tried asking nicely.

“Please open.”

The ring of quivering muscle stayed shut.

Harry tried a sequence of common hazard spells on it after that, although none of them did anything. Out of frustration, Harry resorted to a Tickling Jinx.

The sausage spat Harry, broom and all, out into the rest of the third Tunnel in the K-Stack. After his experience inside the sausage Harry didn’t care what else was coming. Instead he flew onwards, confident it couldn’t be any more disgusting than what he’d just escaped from. He cast a quick Scouring Charm on himself as he flew on, although couldn’t get the smell – and taste – of the slime off.

He caught up to both Giovanna and Serrano a little further through the Tunnel amidst a swarm of bludgers. The heavy iron balls whizzed to and fro of their own accord without a Beater in sight. Harry hung back a few moments to try and figure out just what was giving his competitors trouble, but all he could see were the bludgers.

Bludgers were nasty, and tricky to avoid, but flyers like Giovann and Serrano shouldn’t have been stuck there. They should have moved on, outflown them, and been long-gone by the time Harry reached them.

Giovanna and Serrano flew rings around the bludgers – Harry didn’t think he saw either of them get hit full on – but neither had managed to move on through the Tunnel.

This can’t be why they’re stuck, Harry reasoned. Both Giovanna and Serrano were excellent hazard flyers, and even a marauding swarm of bludgers shouldn’t have stopped them dead in the tracks. Harry hovered just before the swarm and considered his options.

Harry cast the Smoker Charm, a useful little spell hazard racers used to uncover a selection of hidden traps and hazards. It didn’t work on everything, but it could reveal certain classes of area charms, although it didn’t help in telling what they were. A cloud of green smoke unfurled from his wand and spread throughout the Tunnel, and soon enough it revealed the edges of a box – more of an amorphous bubble – in which Giovanna and Serrano were both trapped. Harry checked around the edges but saw that the jinx was flush with the walls of the Tunnel.

Like Serrano and Giovanna had done, Harry knew the only option was to fly inside the trap and try to get out the other side. Except he could literally see his fellow competitors’ attempts to evade the trap had failed. Were still failing.

With a sigh, Harry coaxed his broom forwards into the bubble and joined his two competitors as they all tried to avoid bludgers. Once inside the bubble Harry had to contend with the bludgers as he tried to fly to the far end. He made it without getting hit, and powered through—

Until he hit the bubble and got bounced right back into the middle.

Right. That’s the problem, then, Harry thought.

The bubble let them in, but not out, and neither Giovanna nor Serrano had figured out how to get out so far.

“This is not a standard hazard!” shouted Serrano as he swooped past Harry to avoid a pair of determined bludgers.

“The usual solution does not work!” added Giovanna as she led a bludger right towards Harry.

Evidently they’d both grown tired of trying to get out the other side and had started conferring. That was always allowed. A non-standard solution…

Harry dove down to avoid the bludger, right into the path of another pair. Harry rolled out of the way and flew a series of figure eights to avoid the onslaught of bludgers while he tried to figure out what to do. Once he’d got inside and experienced it for himself, Harry knew that the hazard was a Bouncybubble, although they didn’t usually have bludgers in them. Bouncybubbles had a standard solution, which was to pop them. A selection of spells usually worked, which gave hazard racers a few different options for getting through, but from what Giovanna and Serrano had said, none of them worked.

Harry ducked out of the way of a bludger, then changed his flight pattern to avoid a few more. The bubble had been reinforced somehow, strengthened so that the usual solutions were insufficient. But there would have to be a solution or the hazard course would be unfinishable, and hazard courses were never impossible to complete.

Harry dove right down to avoid a pair of bludgers coming at him from opposite directions. They collided in mid-air instead, and ricocheted towards the edges of the Tunnel instead. When they hit the Bouncybubble, its edges flickered into and out of visibility.

Harry didn’t have time to dwell on that as a trio of bludgers came at him. He cut across Giovanna’s flightpath to both distract her and get out of the way of the bludgers. She executed a quick loop manoeuvre which sent the bludgers careening into the edges of the Bouncybubble, once again causing it to flicker.

It’s the bludgers! Harry realised. Bouncybubbles never usually had bludgers in them because the charms on them were able to pop the bubbles. But this Bouncybubble had dozens of the bastards, and whenever they hit the walls, the charm weakened. Flickered like a dying muggle lightbulb.

Satisfied that he’d figured out the trick to the hazard, Harry flew in circles and loops in order to shepherd the bludgers to the far end of the bubble. He didn’t know what would happen when he popped the bubble, since it was a hazard intended for all three flyers—if it popped, it might reform moments later—so he wanted to make a hole somewhere useful.

Once Harry had about a dozen bludgers following him he set off for the far side of the bubble as fast as he could. In order for his plan to work, the bludgers had to be at full speed, and Harry would have to pull up at the very last second so that they went pummelling into the bubble’s edge.

At the last moment Harry jerked the nose of his broom upwards and followed the curve of the bubble away. The bludgers hit the far side of the bubble one after the other with a series of thunderous thwacks.

Unfortunately for Harry, it wasn’t quite enough to make a hole in the bubble—the boundary flickered in and out of existence, but once the bludgers had resumed their search for human flyers, the Bouncybubble solidified and returned to its usual state.

Harry tried again, this time attempting to gather more bludgers than before, but it didn’t work.

Harry grunted in frustration. He knew he was on the right track, but it didn’t seem as if he could manage to gather enough bludgers to himself to poke a hole through. Perhaps if he had been in the bubble on his own more of them would have followed him, but with Giovanna and Serrano zipping around too, the bludgers hadn’t been especially focused. Neither flyer seemed to have noticed Harry’s actions with the bludgers, evidently more concerned with avoiding hits than watching what he was doing.

Harry flew closer to his fellow competitors and waved for their attention.

“I think I know how to pop the bubble,” he shouted as he flew in wide rings around the other flyers, “but we’ll have to work together. Get as many bludgers following you as you can, then follow me and get ready to pull up right at the last second.”

Harry didn’t wait around. He flew off in loops and arcs to get enough bludgers following him, and once they realised what he was doing, Giovanna and Serrano copied him. When they had the Bouncybubble’s full complement of bludgers swarming around them, Harry shot off towards the far end of the bubble—at just a bit less than top speed so that Giovanna and Serrano could reach the end at the same time as him.

With air whistling past his ears Harry sped towards the edge of the Bouncybubble pressed tight against his broom. He waited until he had just enough space left to execute his turn. At the very last second Harry, Giovanna, and Serrano looped up and around with the curve of the bubble and two dozen or so bludgers smacked into the Bouncybubble’s reinforced membrane.

This time, the boundary didn’t flicker. It popped with massive boom.

Harry wobbled from the shockwave sent out by the broken spell, then once he’d righted himself, shot off towards the exit from the Tunnel, Giovanna and Serrano fractions of a second behind him. The three flyers got through the third Tunnel’s exit more or less as a pack.

Harry emerged into the fourth Tunnel in the Stack to find what looked like a group of inflated giant squid floating through the air. They weren’t helicoptopuses, but as those had spat heavy, hardening ink, Harry assumed the squid weren’t harmless. Still, going forward was the only viable option, no matter what horrible excretions the squid had prepared. He thought he could see at least three in the nearest part of the Tunnel although it was hard to count given that they clustered near to one another, a mass of wriggling tentacles. It was bright in the fourth Tunnel—far brighter than the third, and Harry thought it was probably brighter than the outside, too—so Harry adjusted the light filter on his flight goggles.

Immediately his eyes stopped hurting and Harry had a look around. The Tunnel was wide, almost to the point of being fat, but it was far from empty.

With a bit of a better view, Harry saw that the fat, almost balloon-like flying squid occupied most of the space between the Tunnel walls, although they did stay away from the course markers. Giovanna and Serrano had come through to the fourth Tunnel with Harry, but Giovanna had sped off through the squid with a series of exquisite needlepoint turns and was already long gone. Serrano hung back with Harry as both boys attempted to chart a course through the squid.

Harry thought it was manageable, even on his Firebolt, but it would require a bit more finesse than he usually used. The squid were moving targets, but they moved in a sluggish, lazy way, so Harry thought they would be easier to pass than a bludger. The tentacles gave him reason to pause, but from what Harry could see the squid were using them mainly to change directions, so perhaps they wouldn’t use them for grabbing.

Serrano made his move first, kicking off from where he and Harry hovered at the start to the fourth Tunnel. He wriggled his way through the first set of squid and then disappeared with the curve of the Tunnel around the central maelstrom, leaving Harry alone with the squid.

Not wanting to be left behind so soon after catching up to his competition, Harry pushed forward. He threaded himself through the squid as they drifted through the Tunnel, and eased himself around with the curve of the Tunnel. Just up ahead he saw a huge – even relative to all the other massive flying squid in the Tunnel – squid, puffed up like a zeppelin floating in the middle of the course. Serrano darted around it trying to get past its lashing tentacles, but from what Harry could see wasn’t having an easy time of it.

Harry watched Serrano’s attempts at passing through the squid’s lightning-fast tentacles, hovering far enough back that he was well enough away from danger.

Serrano zipped left and right, did a loop around the squid’s lashing, flailing tentacles. Just as Serrano was about to speed off into the distance, the squid turned. Faster than Harry would have thought possible. It reached out and grabbed Serrano’s broom, pulling him back in.

Here’s my chance! Harry thought. He shot forward while Serrano got tangled up in the squid’s tentacles. He slipped around the colossal cephalopod giving it as wide a berth as possible.

“Rough luck!” Harry shouted to Serrano as he left him behind.

The hazard course wound around the central helix. Harry followed it. There were several more of the giant squid in the tunnel, but none quite as large as the one that had grabbed Serrano. Once Harry had cleared them, he saw it was a straight shoot to the end.

He sped up.

If he could build in his lead over Serrano, he might even be able to—

Harry was the wind. Rustling through the trees. Dancing through the sky. Swirling and swirling and swirling and—

No! Harry thought. I’m a wizard. A wizard on a broom. Not the bloody—

Harry stretched his wings further, soaring through the sky above the forest. Now wasn’t a time for hunting, for feeding, but for watching. Understanding what the strange creatures had done with the skies near his home. There would be time enough for hunting later, when the humans had all gone and—

You’re stuck in an extrasensory field, Harry, Harry thought. You’ve done this before. You just have to—

Harry let the cool earth beneath his roots anchor him to the ground. Solid, dependable earth. His home for centuries, all the years he’d spent growing in that very forest. He’d seen men come and go; housed animals and creatures by the dozen; would endure for centuries longer if only—

“No!” Harry yelled. He was none of those things. He wasn’t a bloody leaf. He wasn’t a tree, or a snake, or the wind. He was a human boy atop a broom in a race. The finals of a race he very much wanted to win. Needed to win. He drifted forward. He just needed to concentrate on being a human, on keeping his thoughts and consciousness inside his own head.

And the tunnel aperture was just ahead. Harry coaxed more speed from his broom.

Harry chewed the crunchy green leaves on his tree. Lifted his many legs and crawled across to the next leaf. Chewed some more. Lifted his head to check for birds. Ate some more. Considered where next to go.

“I’m wasting time!” Harry shouted, wrenching himself back into his own body. He sped off before he could get side-tracked again and slipped through the aperture.

Harry left Serrano behind in the fourth Tunnel, wrapped up in flying squid tentacles. Harry was sure he’d figure out how to get out eventually, but even if he didn’t, that wasn’t Harry’s problem. And after that he’d have to get through the extrasensory field, which was tricky. With a little luck Harry would only have to worry about Giovanna.

The markers in the fifth Tunnel widened significantly, giving Harry much more room to manoeuvre as the course wound around the central maelstrom and climbed ever upwards. Harry scanned the Tunnel for a glimpse of the hazards, but couldn’t see anything. Instead, the Tunnel curved around the maelstrom, seemingly devoid of obstacles.

Harry flew forwards, wand out just in case, but nothing happened even as he crossed further into the Tunnel. Still, Harry thought there was some sort of trap ahead, as the later Tunnels in the K-Stack would surely have something memorable for the hazard racers to face.

Unless the trick to this Tunnel is a mind-game, Harry thought. But that didn’t seem right, not least because it wouldn’t be very exciting to the spectators. Especially just after the extrasensory field. Harry cast the Smoker Charm. A cloud of green smoke billowed out of the end of his wand to fill the Tunnel, but it didn’t reveal anything. That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything, Harry knew, but it did tell Harry there were a number of nasty hazards he could discount.

So Harry flew forward slowly, wand in hand.

A few more feet into the Tunnel two wizards and a witch shimmered out of invisibility and cast simultaneous jinxes at him, which Harry dove down to avoid. Just up ahead he saw Giovanna dealing with much the same thing, but from another group of broom-riding wizards. Harry flew in a standard avoidance pattern as he tried to figure out what to do next. He hadn’t been paying enough attention to realise what the spells had been, but he didn’t think they were anything particularly dangerous – not even to the level of a stunner – so didn’t think it would be race-ending to get hit by one. Still, it would be better to avoid being hit entirely just for the loss in points, so Harry readied himself for quick Mirror Charms and evasive manoeuvres.

Harry flew onwards, this time checking for invisible wizards casting spells. He conjured smoke from his wand – a dense cloud of black smoke, distinct from the Smoker Charm – to cover his exit, then made his way towards where he’d seen Giovanna pass by moments before.

Harry kept ready for a Mirror Charm. There was another pair of wizards in waiting, invisible, and he didn’t want—

Harry jerked his broom upwards as a streak of blue light came streaking past.


  There!


Harry ducked down to avoid another spell. As he did, the witch directly in front of him cast another spell.

Harry brought his wand up and cast a quick Mirror Charm before the spell connected. Harry caught it just right and sent it back at the witch. It hit her square in the chest and turned her face bright blue.

Harry hurtled past. No sense sticking around to get shot at. Up ahead, as the course wound back around the central vortex, Harry saw scythes. A dozen or so, swinging back and forth, all at different speeds. Harry kept flying at a steady, consistent pace. Giovanna was nowhere to be seen. Probably in the vortex already.

Perhaps even finished with the race.

Harry nipped through the first pair of scythes, then hovered to regain his bearings. The varied speed of the swinging blades meant he couldn’t just zip through. He had to wait. Watch. Carefully consider…


  Now!


Harry shot through another series of scythes. Then another. Waited… waited… and shot through the next lot. Harry made it through the fifth tunnel easily enough, avoiding all of the scythes and not even getting hit by spells from invisible wizards. He went hurtling towards the end of the tunnel and shot through the aperture.

Harry tumbled out of the sixth and final Tunnel in the K-Stack to find himself swept up in the roiling maelstrom at the centre of the hazard course. The K-Stack terminated near the top of the maelstrom, but Harry was soon swept away downwards, away from what he assumed was the finishing point.

Eldritch green witchlight jumped like lightning throughout the maelstrom, its course unpredictable and chaotic. Harry didn’t know what would happen if it hit him. It still seemed something he wanted to avoid. He wasn’t sure which end of the maelstrom was the terminus of the hazard course, so he looked around for a set of markers.

Before he could figure out his next move, he spotted a flock of angry, screeching birds. Not birds – harpies. Several dove right at Harry before he’d even managed to right his broom. He sped off, heedless of the direction, in attempt to avoid a mauling. He joined the flow of the wind just for a bit of extra speed, and then took out his wand. He didn’t want to hurt the harpies. It was cruel, and as well as that he knew the judges would dock points for excessive force. He swept his wand and cast a wide Impediment Jinx to slow the harpies’ advance. Several of the harpies froze and got swept up into the maelstrom, but the rest kept on after Harry.

Harry hurtled away. He flew with the direction of the wind, glancing back to check on the harpies’ progress. While he did that, he thought about what to do.

Remembering the maelstrom Hooch had put on for her qualifiers, Harry jerked his broom around to get himself away from the direction of the wind and into the eye of the storm where it was calm.

It didn’t work. The wind was too strong – he felt locked into his trajectory as he followed the wind on its journey. So if not that, what? Harry cast his gaze around.

Up above and through the flashes of witchlight Harry caught glimpses of Giovanna as she got chased by a flock of harpies of her own, made far more difficult by the enchanted wind knocking her broom every which way.

Well, at least I’m not the only one, Harry thought. And the wind appeared to be having a far greater effect on Giovanna’s ability to maintain course than Harry was having with his Firebolt.


  Thank God for small mercies!


He didn’t dare to think he could actually snag a win, though.


  One thing at a time, Potter! 


Harry flew along with the direction of the wind all the way to the bottom of the maelstrom, where he thought he might be able to cross over into the eye and fly out—

And then as soon as he hit the bottom of the enchanted column of wind, the maelstrom’s opposite gyre pulled him – and the harpies following him – right back up along an opposite set of currents. The powerful gyre pulled him along, knocking him from side to side. Prevented the harpies from doing anything but following him. As Harry got swept back up the vortex a fat helicoptopus spat ink from the eye of the storm. It just missed, and soon enough Harry was out of range anyway.

Of the helicoptopus, at least. The harpies were still in pursuit.

Giovanna still flew away from harpies of her own, so Harry didn’t have to worry about that. He just had to figure out how to get out of the vortex.

Had to figure out where the exit was, for a start. Then he could think how to get there.

It made sense for the exit to the hazard course to be at the top, since they’d entered it at the bottom and the race had been spent climbing the K-Stack. But the vortex whirled, raged, and pulled anyone who got close to the top right back down to the bottom. Even the harpies and the helicoptopus were stuck.

Harry set him broom at a sharp angle and pushed it into the centre of the maelstrom. He had to get out of the gyre, had to counteract the pull of the wind. As Harry pushed out into the eye of the storm the harpies gained ground – air – and came shrieking at him.

Reluctant to stop his approach, Harry pushed his Firebolt and kept going.

At the last moment, with harpies right on his tailtwigs, Harry jerked up, went right back into the vortex. He did not want to lose any twigs to harpy talons.

Unfortunately, that meant he was still stuck inside the vortex.

And there were still harpies in pursuit.

Harry sighed. He’d have to cast a spell at the harpies. Something mostly harmless, nothing that would hurt them… but what?

Harry made another lap of the vortex, up to the top and then back down to the bottom and past the helicoptopus, while he thought about it. As Harry climbed the vortex once more, harpies close behind him, he decided on a modified Knockback Hex. With just a slight tweak to the movement, Harry thought he could cast the Knockback Hex over a wider area and knock the harpies far enough away that he could break into the centre of the vortex.

Harry turned and fought the pull of the wind to face the harpies. With his wand in hand he cast his modified Knockback Hex.

“Flippendo!” he said, casting the spell in a wide arc. It knocked the harpies away, sent them careening away, and Harry shot into the middle of the vortex.

Free from the powerful current, Harry had much more control over his broom. It was almost like flying on a calm day. Except for the witchlight that streaked like lightning, the screeching of the harpies, and the helicoptopus whizzing about.

The helicoptopus that was Harry’s last hazard.

The ink was bad enough – quick drying, and heavy when set, it wasn’t something Harry wanted to deal with at all – but its tentacles were dangerous. It had stung Montague in the semis and the older boy hadn’t shut up about it all week.

Harry angled him broom up. Shot vertically through the eye of the storm and right at the helicoptopus. He just had to convince it to flee and he could avoid its ink and its flailing, stinging tentacles.

Harry edged closer and closer. The helicoptopus had seen him. Had stopped spinning. Opened its mouth to spit ink and—

Giovanna shot right at Harry. Came hurtling towards him at the Hayami’s top speed, and showed not a single sign of stopping. She had blood on her face, rips in her robe, and still she pressed on. Harry could veer off, but then he’d give her a lead. He didn’t want to—

Giovanna kept going. Fractions of a second away from a collision.

At the last moment Harry turned, a jerky, frantic movement. Went shooting off back down the vortex while Giovanna climbed it and flew to the exit.

“For fuck’s sake,” Harry swore as he watched Giovanna win the race. All that work – figuring out how to avoid the harpies, getting the helicoptopus to move – and Giovanna had just… had just…

Harry groaned.

Nothing left to do but finish the race. At least Serrano was still back in the Stack. Hopefully still tangled in that squid. Harry flew back up the vortex and around the helicoptopus, avoiding its ink, and flew out of the top of the K-Stack.

Harry joined Giovanna at the finalists’ podium while they waited for Serrano to get out of the K-Stack. He had managed to extricate himself from the grabby squid somehow – although quite how, Harry couldn’t say, as he’d looked well and truly stuck the last time Harry had seen him.

He’d even made it past the wizards in the fifth Tunnel without getting hit by any of the nastier spells, although he hadn’t deployed any particularly elegant evasive strategies so Harry thought he wouldn’t gain any points for that. But then, neither had Harry. The Mirror Charm had been well placed, but it was a pretty standard application of the charm, so… well, it worked, anyway. And Serrano would surely have lost points for getting grabbed by the squid. Probably a hefty number of them, too.

Hopefully, anyway.

Harry watched Serrano’s progress on the giant mirror, occasionally paying attention to Bagman’s commentary.

“Our final competitor has made his way into the maelstrom,” Bagman was saying. “Let’s see how he deals with the harpies! Fantoni and Potter both had a spot of trouble here although I think we’d all agree Potter got off better there.”

That was news to Harry, who hadn’t felt like he’d dealt with the harpies especially well at all. He rubbed the spot on his forearm where one had pecked him, even though it had been healed already by the healers. Harry glanced at Giovanna, who was blushing at the mention.

“The real question is can Serrano get past the helicoptopus?” Bagman continued as Serrano flew around the maelstrom, his efforts mimicking Harry and Giovanna’s own. “Tricky little monster, that one. I’ve got to say, I wouldn’t fancy my chances at passing a helicoptopus after a hazard race like this one! And we saw Serrano have a little problem with the dirigible squid earlier—maybe the helicoptopus will be the thing that does him in!”

So that’s what it’s called, thought Harry. It was a fittingly ridiculous name for a ridiculous creature.

It took Serrano another seven minutes to get through the maelstrom – helicoptopus and all – and the race was officially ended.

Once Serrano had landed and been given a once over by the healers, he joined Harry and Giovanna at the finalists’ area, broom in hand, as the three of them waited for the judges to finish the hazard competition.

“And that’s the free hazards over and done with, enchanters and enchantresses!” concluded Bagman. “Give us a minute while we tot up the scores and we’ll announce a winner!”

Harry knew he’d come at least second in that day’s race; Serrano had failed with the squid rather spectacularly, and he’d come out of the K-Stack and the maelstrom long after both Harry and Giovanna. That would be enough for Harry to secure the middle placement. But Serrano still had a chance at coming second overall on the balance of points.

Harry thought Giovanna would win no matter what happened after the judges’ announcement. She’d come first twice already, so unless Harry had managed to secure a truly monstrous lead through clever tactics when in the Stack, she’d take the first overall.

Giovanna turned to both Harry and Serrano while the judges added up the scores.

“We all flew very well,” she said. “We should all be proud, whatever happens.”

“You’ll have won it,” said Serrano. “But you are not wrong. There is always a tomorrow.”

“You’ve probably won it,” agreed Harry. “But we did all fly well.”

Giovanna blushed.

“Alright! We’ll start with the winner, shall we?” Bagman said. “In first place today—and the winner of the entire free hazard racing competition—is Giovanna Fantoni with a grand total of six hundred and nine points! Miss Fantoni is a veteran of the Aerobaticum and will certainly be one to watch in the next lot of events! Well done to Miss Fantoni! Next—and this should be no surprise—is Harry Potter with a total of six hundred and three points! Some clever flying saw Potter snatch the second place from poor Serrano at the last minute. Emiliano Serrano comes third with five hundred and ninety points—unfortunately for him, getting trapped by the dirigible squid lost him a lot of points! And that’s it for the free hazard race, witches and wizards! And what a race it was! We’ll reconvene tomorrow for the standards, but for now…”

Second. Harry had come second. That was a silver medal, then. Not too shabby. Not as nice as the gold, but better than third place. And better than crashing out before the finals. Harry could be happy with that.

Harry was happy with that. And Giovanna deserved to win. Such elegant flying, and that ballsy move at the end… Harry turned to congratulate her.

“Well done,” Harry said. “I mean it—you deserved to win. You got through so fast, and at the end you really made me… well, you know. You were there.”

“Thank you, Harry,” Giovanna said. “But I must say—I would not have won if you hadn’t used a spell on those harpies. I was trying to think of how to deal with them without hurting them. Seeing your Knockback Hex… that gave me the idea.”

“Glad to help,” Harry said. Only a little bitter about it.

“At least I got the medal,” Serrano said. “I can be happy about that. But we all flew well today.”

“We did,” agreed Harry. He was about to say more, but by then the press had started to approach, and Harry spent the rest of the afternoon giving comments to the press. By the time they dispersed all he wanted to do was take a nice, long shower to decompress.

  






31. Chapter 31 - Second Tasks and Second Rounds


    
    [bookmark: _Toc109327288]Chapter 31 – Second Tasks and Second Rounds
As disappointed as Harry was to have come second in the free hazards, he didn’t dwell on it for too long. Giovanna had been the better hazard racer throughout the competition. If Harry looked at it fairly, she deserved the win more than he did. Harry was happy enough to have placed in the top three. He’d won the speed race – against Viktor Krum even – so it wasn’t like he would come away without any wins to his name.

A gold and a silver in the flying already were great results. Even if he won nothing else in the Aerobaticum, Harry thought he’d be happy. Happy enough, anyway. And with the Pariturium still to be decided, there was everything to play for.

But those were the more quotidian worries of Harry’s daily life. Lessons and homework and glory to be won in competition. Looming large in the background was the knowledge that Voldemort and Wormtail were somewhere out there concocting all sorts of schemes, with nary a soul even aware they both still existed.

Or perhaps not – Harry still thought the Malfoys were involved. Right in the middle of it. Sinistrus Nott, too. But without a way to see what Draco was up to on the seventh floor, Harry felt like he’d hit a brick wall.

Towards the end of breakfast on the Wednesday after the hazards Agrippa returned from taking Harry’s letter to Sirius with a reply. Harry gave Agrippa a bit of sausage as a reward and then attended to his letter from Sirius.

Harry opened it casually, although angled himself so that Blaise – who was sat next to him, but chatting with Theodore on the other side – wouldn’t be able to see what was written on it.


  Harry,



  We never found any secret rooms on the seventh floor! We spent five years looking through the school and we found out a lot, but nothing there. So good job! Your dad would have been proud to see you take up the mantle.



  I can give you some tips for how to figure out passwords and tricks to get in places, though. We used them a lot when we were making our map. 



  Some passages and rooms only open for specific passwords, but others need the right mind set to unlock, or tapped patterns, things like that. So you can try tapping at the entrance while being angry, or sad, you know. Sometimes there are contextual clues for the passwords around the passage or room—look for anything unusual and try passwords relating to them.


There’s a book in the library—or there was when I was at school—called An Explorer’s Almanac. No one ever checked it out because to be honest it looks really boring and none of the classes ever needed it.  But it’s dead useful if you’re looking for ways into secret rooms and it has some spells that help with working out passwords, too. I remember there was one spell that let you reset passwords, but it was really difficult to cast. Lots of theory.


  Hope this helps.



  I don’t know what your dormmate is up to—could just be innocent. Especially the asking questions in class—everyone knows Moody’s reputation, so maybe he wants to hear some things his parents never told him. He’s a good man, Moody. You can trust him.



   I came from a family like your dormmate’s, and it’s secrets piled on secrets, so maybe he’s just looking for a bit of truth.


But I can say with absolute certainty that Lucius Malfoy was a Death Eater. Imperius Curse my arse! He was bad news. Whatever you do, don’t get in his way. I mean it—we tangled with him a few times, your mum and dad and me, even—

Sirius had written something and then crossed lines through it so many times he’d scuffed the parchment. Harry wondered why but kept on reading.


  It does sound like something is up, but I’m not sure we’ve got much to go on. It could have to do with You-Know-Who and Wormtail, but it could be something else. Lucius Malfoy’s always been a crafty bugger so he’s always up to something. Have you been to Dumbledore with this?



  He’d want to know.



  See you soon,



  Padfoot


Harry folded the letter and put it into his robe pocket. Sirius had given him some things to think about, but no quick and easy answers. Another drain on his limited time and energy, but hopefully a fruitful one. He would need to remember to grab that book from the library as soon as he got any free time.

A rather more difficult proposition than he’d have liked since he had mountains of schoolwork and his competition practise to do. Even without the book Harry had some new techniques to try whenever he got the time.

That Sirius thought Harry’s father would have been proud dredged up all sorts of feelings Harry didn’t want to think about. But it was a nice thought even if he didn’t quite know what to do with it.

Harry mulled over the rest of the letter. Sirius had been able to confirm to Harry that Lucius Malfoy had been a Death Eater. Harry hadn’t thought the Imperius defence was the truth, but it was good to have confirmation from someone who’d been there. The problem was, if Malfoy was always ‘up to something’, could Harry be certain that that something involved Voldemort? He could simply have some nefarious plot of his own afoot.

It could have been a coincidence that Lucius Malfoy and Draco were up to something at the same time as Voldemort had started his comeback. Stranger things had happened.

But… something about that didn’t feel right. Harry felt like Voldemort was up to something, and it made sense that Draco’s strange behaviour – so different from the year before, and different enough that Theodore had noticed it too – was related to it. If Voldemort had been to Draco’s house… There were too many questions still be answered.

And not near enough information to answer them with.

Harry discounted the suggestion to go to Dumbledore immediately. Like Sirius had said, there wasn’t much to go on. Harry thought that if he could get into the room on the seventh floor, if he could figure out what Draco was doing in there, then he would have something to go to Dumbledore with. Something concrete, something real. Not just bad feelings and teenaged boys behaving strangely.

“You okay?” said Tracey. “Not a bad letter, was it?”

Harry shook his head.

“No—the opposite,” he said. He leaned over slightly and lowered his voice. “It was from Padfoot. I’ll tell you later.”

“Oh? Really?” said Tracey. “We’ve got that free after breakfast, haven’t we?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah.”

Breakfast ended not long after that, and Harry and his friends made their way to the library where they spent their free period Wednesday mornings ahead of Defence with Moody.

*

On Friday morning the entire castle emptied to fill the stands erected at the edge of the great lake as the Second Task of the Triwizard Tournament was finally being held. It had been dragons last time, so Harry wondered whether this time the Champions were meant to wrestle the giant squid or participate in underwater duels with the merpeople.

The waiting about for the Task to begin took ages, between getting the members of the public safely on the grounds to corralling the press and getting them all gathered in the right place, but eventually everyone who was supposed to attend was in attendance. Harry didn’t mind too much, since they were at least getting to skip the day’s lessons.

“We’re in for a real treat today,” shouted Bagman over the low buzz of the gathered crowd. “It might be a cold—some might say, bracing—March morning, but we’re about to watch some sizzling hot action! It’s been secret up until now, but today our three Champions are going into the lake!”

Harry looked down at the dark waters of the lake, and felt extremely happy he didn’t have to enter it. It looked cold, and he’d seen enough of it through the windows back in Slytherin to know that it wasn’t somewhere he especially wanted to go.

The three Champions stood at the edge of the lake. Each of them had a Whizzer orbiting them, although unlike in the flying events, the Whizzers had a bubble surrounding them. Krum had dressed for swimming – a pair of shorts and light over-robe he hadn’t bothered to close. Harry assumed he would take off before entering the lake. Delacour, in a one-piece suit that had a little frill so that it looked a bit like a robe. A bit cold, but perfectly attired for swimming. Diggory however stood there dressed in a long sport robe, so Harry thought he either hadn’t realised they’d have to swim, or was wearing more appropriate attire underneath.

“Our Champions have got no idea—well, they might have some idea, hopefully—what they’ve got to do today!” continued Bagman. “What I can say is that they’re going to be looking for something important under the water! And that’s all I’ll say! As usual with the Triwizard events—for those of you who haven’t been paying attention!—we’ve got the fancy mirror system set up so we can all watch what’s going on under the lake. So, without any further faffing about, let’s get down to it, shall we?” Bagman turned to Dumbledore. “If you would, Headmaster?”

Dumbledore nodded and rose from his seat at the judges’ podium, walked to the edge of the lake, and then stuck his head under the water.

“Is he mad?” said Harry to no one in particular. “What’s he done that for?”

Theodore looked up from his book.

“He’s speaking Mermish, I bet,” Theodore said. “Talking to the merpeople. I suppose they had to agree that the lake could be used.”

A few moments later Dumbledore pulled his head out of the water and said something to Bagman, who grinned widely.

“Now that’s out of the way, let’s get down to it! At the word ‘go’, the Second Task of the Gauntlet is officially commenced!” said Bagman. “Three… two… one… go!”

At the word go Diggory shrugged off his robe to reveal the shorts he’d worn underneath, then cast a quick charm around his head – the Bubblehead Charm, Harry realised – before taking a run into the lake. He disappeared beneath the waters moments later.

Delacour joined him, her head enveloped in a bubble just like Diggory’s.

Krum, though, stayed on the lake shore for a few more moments. Harry watched as Krum transfigured himself partway into a shark before diving into the lake and disappearing beneath the waters with Delacour and Diggory.

“Why didn’t he just use the Bubblehead Charm?” Harry wondered. “Surely that’s easier than turning half into a shark…”

Theodore shrugged.

“Maybe he’s not very good at charms.” He returned to his book, evidently not overly impressed by the events of the Second Task. Harry looked up at the enchanted mirrors instead to follow the Champions as they swam through the lake.

Delacour and Diggory kept pace with one another and headed in the same general direction, although Krum had overtaken them both using the massive flippers he’d transfigured his feet into.

“Now that our Champions are underwater I can reveal just what it is they’re looking for!” said Bagman when nothing particularly interesting was happening for him to comment on. “We’ve hidden something very precious to each of the Champions underwater! Any guesses?” Bagman paused for a few moments. “People! We’ve taken someone special to each of our three Champions and had them hidden at the bottom of the lake!”

“That seems rough,” said Harry.

“I’m sure it’s safe,” said Tracey, although Harry knew her well enough to know that she didn’t sound at all sure.

“I can reveal that Mr Krum will be searching for Hermione Granger, a Hogwarts second year who was his date to the Yule Ball at Christmastime. Miss Granger is herself a participant in the second year singles novice duelling. She’ll be competing tomorrow, actually. Now, Mr Diggory’s hostage this morning is his girlfriend Cho Chang, a Hogwarts third year and a talented flyer—a competitor in several of the flying events already gone and some of those yet to commence. In a bit of a change—well, you know how boys are—Miss Delacour’s hostage is her younger sister, Gabrielle Delacour, who is due to start Beauxbatons next year.”

Murmurs went throughout the crowd at Bagman’s announcements. Harry watched the mirrors instead of chatting about the hostages. The paths of the three Champions had diverged. Krum had gone off in a wide arc, and from what Harry could see, was completing a circuit of the lake. Diggory went deeper and deeper into the lake, seemingly searching for the bottom, while Delacour swam to and from various schools and groups of fish and other things searching for her hostage.

Although Harry supposed she might not have any idea what she was looking for – perhaps she was looking for another golden egg or something like it.

Half an hour passed with little in the way of action from the Champions. Krum had completed a number of circuits of the large lake and was making his way deeper in, while Diggory had reached the bottom and was combing the lake floor methodically. Delacour seemed to have moved on from searching fish and had joined Diggory at the bottom of the lake, although both were in completely different bits.

“This is actually quite boring,” complained Harry to Tracey. He didn’t bother with Theodore – he’d thought to bring a book, and was merrily reading through it oblivious to the goings on around him.

“I don’t know if it’s that bad,” said Tracey. “But it could be a bit more exciting.”

“I thought there was going to be a bit of excitement when Krum saw the giant squid, but he just swam away,” Harry said. Not that Harry would have wanted Krum to tackle the squid, as he tended to go in with hard and dangerous spells and Harry didn’t want it to get hurt. It was a rather gentle and pleasant thing as far as giant cephalopods went.

“I’m not sure Krum can cast spells like that,” Tracey said. “Well, I mean, his top half is a shark, isn’t it?” She paused. “And I wouldn’t have wanted him to bite the squid…”

“Yeah, no, I agree,” said Harry. “But still…”

Tracey leaned in a bit closer and lowered her voice.

“Have you had any ideas about that room Draco keeps going into?” she asked. “Did you manage to look at that book?”

Harry shook his head.

“I haven’t had time! We’ve got this today—might take all day, Bagman said—and with lessons and homework and everything… I mean, we’ve got the duelling tomorrow as well, haven’t we?” Harry said. “So I feel like I’m just too busy to go skulking about…”

At least, Harry thought he was too busy to do any more than he’d already been doing.

Tracey nodded.

“I was thinking maybe we could ask Ernie to have a look,” Tracey said. She glanced briefly towards Daphne, who was sat next to her on her other side, before looking back at Harry and speaking in an even quieter voice. “I would say Millie, as well, but prying her away from Daph is impossible lately, and he’s the only other person who knows about the… er… reasons for the thing last year.”

Harry didn’t disagree. He’d wanted to let Ernie know about his suspicions and thoughts for a while now, but getting him alone to talk to was also next to impossible. Their only class together that year was Herbology, in which the majority of the year’s work had been dedicated to a loud and deadly plant called a mandrake, which meant most classes were spent wearing noise-cancelling earmuffs.

Outside of lessons Hufflepuffs tended to travel the castle in packs, and with Harry’s packed schedule of classes on top of his Triwizard events he didn’t have many opportunities to catch some of his friends in Slytherin, let alone those in other Houses.

“I did want to, but I haven’t found the time. We’ve not had many opportunities to hang out this year, have we?” Harry said.

Tracey considered it.

“What about this Sunday? There’s no events this Sunday because it’s duelling all day Saturday. I could ask Ernie, Susan, and Justin to hang out maybe, and then I can distract them while you talk to Ernie?” Tracey suggested. “Could that work? We’d have to skip a duelling session—assuming we win tomorrow—and you wouldn’t be able to do relay practise, but I think that would be worth it. What do you think?”

Harry thought that could work. He would have to think about just how to phrase what he said to Ernie, since the other boy didn’t know Draco nearly as well as Harry and Tracey did and much of the theory hinged on Draco’s strange behaviours.  Harry thought there was enough there to persuade Ernie something strange was up. Ernie knew Voldemort was still around and had been at the school the previous year; he knew about Wormtail and Sirius Black’s innocence; and no doubt he knew bits and pieces about Lucius Malfoy’s reputation and past through his father’s connections.

“Let’s do that,” Harry said.

Plans decided, both Harry and Tracey went back to watching the Second Task on the enchanted mirrors. About fifteen minutes later, Delacour got into a spot of trouble with grindylows and had to be pulled out of the lake.  She stood at the side of the lake wrapped in a blanket, despondent. By then Diggory and Krum had reached the merpeople village that sat on the lake floor at the centre of the lake, although Diggory was much further in than Krum. Merpeople gathered to watch as Diggory passed them by, although when Krum came in from the opposite direction, any gathered merpeople scattered immediately.

From what he could see through the mirrors, the merpeople village was much better laid out and organised than Harry would have expected. Stone dwelling lined streets, some of which had little lakeweed gardens to the front and backs of them. It wasn’t the sort of place Harry would have wanted to live in – even if it wasn’t underwater – but it seemed nice enough. As Harry watched Diggory’s progress through the village he saw that all the streets converged on a central ‘plaza’ where the three hostages had been tied up, asleep.

A giant statue of an appropriately heroic-looking merman sat right in the middle of the village, and it was at the foot of this that the three hostages had been placed. Harry didn’t have the best view through the mirror since Diggory had stopped at the edge of the village square, clearly unsure how to proceed, but the hostages looked safe enough.

At the very least they looked like they were still breathing.

A group of merpeople – men, women and even some children – gathered close to Diggory although stopped just short of getting in his way. Diggory seemed unsure whether he could simply move past them and into the square to pick up Chang.

Harry didn’t blame him as several of the merpeople carried nasty-looking spears.

Krum decided the issue for him as he came thundering into the square propelled by his transfigured flippers. Diggory immediately followed after him, and the two Champions set about freeing their hostages.

Diggory finished first and conjured a rope which he tied around Chang’s middle and then swam off with her trailing behind. Krum had much more difficulty with the ropes around Granger, as he’d transfigured his hands to swim better and with a shark’s mouth he couldn’t cast any spells either.

“So Diggory’s won it, then,” mused Harry as he watched Krum struggle with the ropes. Eventually he resorted to biting at them with his shark’s teeth, which Harry thought was a bit risky, but he too rescued his hostage and swam towards the surface. The merpeople watched Krum go.

Once Diggory and Krum returned to the surface of the lake one of the merpeople, wearing something that looked like a crown, untied Gabrielle Delacour from the statue and swam with her to the surface.

Chang and Granger were revived quickly by the healers at the edge of the lake while Diggory waited. Krum needed assistance to untransfigure himself, which took a fair bit of time, but Bagman prattled on and on to fill the time while the other judges deliberated.

“All three of our Champions—and their hostages—are safe and sound at the lake shore,” Bagman said. “Or, will be once the Merchief—no, er, Merchieftainess fetches little Gabrielle back. Ah, here she is now!”

The Merchieftainess placed Gabrielle Delacour at the edge of the lake and then swam back, treading water at the surface. The healers rushed forwards immediately to revive her and dry her off, while the judges announced the scoring.

Delacour came last, which Harry supposed was a surprise to no one given that her hostage had gone unrescued and she’d had to be pulled out of the lake by the officials. The scoring between Diggory and Krum was a lot closer, but Diggory just edged it on time and Krum’s sloppy transfiguration, which put Diggory in the lead for the Tournament overall.

Not too shabby, Harry thought. Diggory had done well throughout the Tournament and judging by his scores going into the Third and final Task, he looked well able to win it.

Bagman concluded the event with a vague announcement that the Third Task would be in the summer at the end of the academic year, and the crowd dispersed, returning to wherever it was that they had to go.

While Tracey went off to catch Ernie and their Hufflepuff friends to invite them to hang out on Sunday, Harry slunk off the library in search of the book Sirius had recommended even though he would really rather have done some duelling practise for the second round on Saturday.

*

On Saturday morning Harry, Tracey, and Blaise – along with the rest of the Hogwarts duellists who had progressed to the second round – made their way to the duelling arena with Flitwick ahead of the second round of the duelling tournament. Harry wasn’t very worried about his singles matchup. It was a boy from Beauxbatons who’d scraped a win from the first round on points. More than manageable. But his and Tracey’s doubles match was against a pair from Durmstrang who’d disarmed their opponents early on in their first round match and would need much more skill to get around.

Tracey had taken notes on their performance during the last round, but their section was very short given that their duel had lasted very little time at all.

“Do you think we did enough practise with—” Harry asked while they were sat waiting for their duel.

“Yes,” said Tracey quickly, interrupting.

“But I didn’t even say—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Tracey said, “because we’ve definitely done enough practise. Whenever we haven’t been in classes we’ve been doing duelling practise. Well, except when you were flying, which is fine because you needed to do that too, but other than that… the only way we could do more is if we had time-turners and they don’t just give those out.”

“Maybe,” muttered Harry. He still thought they could have done with a little more work on their Disarmament resistance, but Tracey was right that they’d spent more or less all the time that could be spent on duelling practise, given Harry’s other commitments. “We should have done more practise with resisting the Disarming Charm,” Harry decided to say.

“Ooh, I know,” agreed Tracey. “But we did do some in Duelling Club with Flitwick, so it’ll have to do.”

Well, Harry thought, at least she agreed with that one. 

All five of Hogwarts’s second year singles duellists had progressed to the second round, although the paired category hadn’t done quite so well. Only two of the five pairs of duellists had managed to win. Harry thought he and Tracey had an excellent chance at winning the day’s bout, but he didn’t rate Entwhistle and Moon’s chances at snatching a win – not enough discipline.

Harry and Tracey – and Blaise before he’d gone off to wait for his duel to begin – had sat together at a little table to wait for their duels. They’d asked Susan, but she’d already agreed to sit with Entwhistle which Harry thought fair enough as they were Housemates. As with the first round Draco and Granger both sat alone.

There was a table full of snacks at one end of the waiting area, but Harry didn’t feel like eating. Not before his bouts were over, anyway.

“What do you make of Draco’s chances today?” Harry asked. Harry thought Draco would win the duel. Whatever was up with him clearly hadn’t made him any worse at duelling. Harry felt sorry for Susan, having been placed against a fellow Hogwarts student – and Draco at that – but with only eight spots in the second round and five duellists from Hogwarts, someone had to be.

“He’ll probably win,” said Tracey. “He’s really good, you know that. Not that Susan isn’t, but… Draco is better. Oh, but look—Blaise’s duel is starting!”

Harry had more to say on Draco’s talent with duelling, that it had to be somehow the result of whatever was going on with him, but perhaps that was just a little bit of bitterness talking. In any case he couldn’t dwell on it because he did want to watch Blaise’s duel, so he turned his gaze to the enchanted mirror that showed the duel.

Blaise did really well at first, getting off a few good combos while he managed to control the flow of the duel. Harry thought he was going to win, until he fumbled a jinx and allowed his opponent – a gigantic Durmstrang lad – a chance at disarming him.

Blaise dropped his wand and the duel was called after two and a half minutes.

“He won’t be happy with that,” Harry said to Tracey in a low voice, almost a whisper.

“I know,” said Tracey. “He was doing so well…”

Blaise came back into the waiting chamber wearing a scowl and clenching his wand tight.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said once he’d sat down. “So just—don’t.”

“Er, alright,” Harry said. “We’ve got to go off and get ready for our doubles duel,” he said, “so, er, we’ll see you when we get back?”

Blaise shrugged.

“You did really well,” Harry heard Tracey say to Blaise quietly before they left.

Harry and Tracey made their way down the tunnel towards the duelling arenas. Flitwick directed them into their staging area and waited for it to rise.

“Let me soak up any Disarmers,” Harry said while they waited. “We practised the man—”

“Don’t worry, I will,” said Tracey. “Step to avoid and pirouette into a jinx. We drilled it over and over!”

“Right, yeah,” Harry said. “I’m just a bit—”

“Nervous?” said Tracey. “Me too. But I think we’ll smash it, I really do. And I think we’re about to start, so we should get ready!”

Tracey stepped onto the platform. Harry followed her, and moments later it started to rise up towards the arena floor. Harry closed his eyes and let the buzz of the arena wash over him as the platform came to a stop.

When Harry opened his eyes he saw his competitors stood opposite him and Tracey, one of them a very tall, broad young witch with her hair done up in buns on each side of her head, and the other a pale and slender wizard about the same height as Tracey. Vogel and Larsson, according to the announcer.

Neither of them looked especially fierce to Harry, but then, it was often hard to tell with wizards. Harry readied himself and went over their strategy in his mind while he waited for the announcer –thankfully not Bagman, whose style of commentary was beginning to wear thin – got through all the pre-match bits and pieces.

When it was time Harry and Tracey stepped forward, bowed, and the match started. Harry got started with a combo they’d spent ages working on, an opening sequence of spells designed to frustrate their opponents, but aborted midway through the first spell to dodge the scarlet light of an incoming Disarming Charm.

Tracey twirled away from one of Vogel’s hexes, although couldn’t execute a riposte since the blocky witch had sent a flurry one after the other. Harry needed to interrupt the German witch’s flow before he and Tracey dropped too many style points, but with Larsson firing off Disarming Charm after Disarming Charm right at him, couldn’t see how.

Harry sent back a series of quick, dirty Knockback Hexes, most of which flew wide and hit the Shield Charm bubble around at the duelling arena. All except one, which struck Larsson in the leg and sent him stumbling backwards. Seizing his opportunity, Harry cast a Stickfast Hex at the ground behind Larsson as he stumbled. Stuck his foot to the arena floor.

Harry pressed the advantage. He sent over a barrage of Stinging Jinxes, one after the other. Rapid.

Larsson deflected every one with his Mirror Charms. Harry couldn’t complain too much – the break in the other wizard’s rhythm was enough to give Harry the time he needed to help out Tracey.

Harry cast a flashbang right around Vogel’s head, then looked away. Vogel stood still, dazed. Blinked. Rubbed at her ears.

Harry kept his wand up just in case. Kept an eye on Larsson.

Tracey moved right back to Harry’s side after getting off a pair of Stinging Jinxes, both of which hit Vogel in the chest.

“Thanks,” Tracey said once they’d got back into their formation. “She’s so quick…”

Larsson had got himself unstuck by then. Swapped positions with Vogel. Harry sent off a Jelly-Legs Combo right away. With a bit of luck they could avoid any Disarming Charms – Tracey wasn’t anywhere near as good as Harry at resisting them. Harry missed with the Jelly-Legs Jinx, but struck Larsson right on the nose with his Pimple Jinx.

A series of almost comically large pustules broke out across his nose and cheeks, some even around his eyes, all spurting pus and bursting as the jinx took effect. Then Harry sent a Stickfast Hex at his feet, trapping Larsson where he stood – again.

Harry clenched his free fist in triumph. But there was no time to celebrate. He followed up with a Confetti Charm for style points. As Harry toyed with Larsson Tracey lunged across him to deflect a jinx from Vogel with her a fast Mirror Charm.

“There’s two of them, remember!” she said, and twirled away from one of Vogel’s Knockback Hexes. “Go for the Disarmament!” said Tracey as she danced back into range of Harry. Vogel seemed intent on hitting Tracey rather than Harry, so while Tracey led Vogel on a merry dance around Harry, Harry went in for the kill on Larsson.

“Expelliarmus!” said Harry. He aimed right at Larsson. Larsson’s wand hand twitched as the scarlet light hit him right in the chest, but the little wizard held onto his wand despite his pus-covered face and stuck legs.

Not bad, thought Harry. Not good for Harry, but a solid showing. And Harry was quite good at the Disarming Charm, too. As Harry readied himself for another try at it, Tracey came barrelling into him, knocking him over.

“Duck!” she shouted.

Vogel resumed her onslaught, this time sending a sequence of hexes at Tracey and Harry in a wide arc. A nasty hex – purple and with a hiss at it shot past – just narrowly missed Harry’s ears, and only because Tracey had knocked him back.

That spell looked nasty, whatever it was.

Harry and Tracey landed on the floor, a jumble of arms and legs. While Harry and Tracey scrambled to get back to their feet from where they’d landed in a pile on the floor, Vogel freed Larsson from Harry’s Stickfast Hex. She didn’t have time to do anything about the Pimple Jinx, but most of them had burst so Larsson could see even if it was uncomfortable.

“Get ready,” murmured Harry. “I reckon they’ll go for you with the disarmers this time.”

“I’ve got it,” said Tracey. “Conjure me some bees!”

Harry nodded and conjured a swarm of bees between Vogel and Larsson. While the pair from Durmstrang jumped away to avoid the bees, Tracey cast a Bubble Jinx at Larsson, trapping him inside a thick bubble with most of the bees.

“Disarm Vogel!”

“Expelliarmus!” shouted Harry again, pushing every ounce of willpower he had into the charm. He struck Vogel as she waved her arms about her head to swap the attacking bees away, and she dropped her wand. She moved away from Vogel, leaving her wand where it was so she didn’t disqualify her partner through rule-breaking, followed by a few bees. As she reached the edge of the arena Harry forced his gaze back towards Larsson.

Harry readied a Disarming Charm, but Larsson didn’t remain trapped in the bubble with the bees for long enough. He popped the bubble with an angrily jabbed spell, and vanished the bees. He threw a quick Disarming Charm at Tracey.

Harry stepped in front of her and took the charm right across his stomach. The impulse ran through him immediately – drop the wand.

But Harry wasn’t about to do that.

The holly and phoenix feather wand twitched in his hand. Harry gripped it harder to compensate. Tracey struck out with a Colour Chang Charm from around Harry. Larsson’s robes turned pale blue. While Larsson checked himself over after Tracey’s spell, Harry cast an Insect Jinx.

Larsson sidestepped. Sent back a pair of powerful Knockback Hexes. Harry flew backwards with the impact.  Got wrenched away from Tracey, who was sent in the opposite direction.

Harry rolled out of the fall. Shot up to his feet, glanced around for Tracey.

Larson was faster.

He followed it up with another Disarming Charm at Tracey. She sprawled across the floor, wand still clutched in her hand. Harry made a move to help her, but was too late – her wand went sailing away.

One on one, then, Harry thought. He could do that. Would be doing it again later. A warm up.

Harry cast another flashbang. Then a sonic boom. He had to break Larsson’s concentration. He kept at it with a fast set of spell sequences, moving between jinxes and hexes without a break. Many of them went awry, hitting the Shield Charm bubble which protected the audience, but they forced Larsson onto the defensive.

While Larsson considered what to do, Harry sent off a Twitchy-Ears Hex which hit the Norwegian wizard dead on, blended it into an Insect Jinx – which just missed – and finished up with a Confusion Hex.

That ought to be enough.

Sure that this time Larsson would succumb to his Disarming Charm, Harry tried one last time, aiming his charm right at Larsson’s hand.

The scarlet light from the Disarming Charm hit Larsson right on his wand hand. Larsson dropped his wand to the arena floor.

Harry’s heart beat in his chest. They’d won. Points didn’t matter – two successful disarmaments. Onwards to round three.

Harry took a deep breath, then looked to his right towards Tracey, who was grinning from ear to ear.

“And that’s a good outing for Potter and Davis of Hogwarts School,” said the announcer. “Two successful disarmaments from Potter clinched the win, but we’ll announce the points totals in just a moment. Commiserations to Larsson and Vogel, whose Pariturium hopes are dashed…”

Neither Harry nor Tracey required attention from the healers, so they waited while Larsson and Vogel saw them, then crossed the arena to shake their opponents’ hands.

With that done, Harry and Tracey returned to the duellists waiting area, where Harry still had to wait for his singles match. Blaise had recovered enough from his loss to offer congratulations to the pair when they’d sat down again, but not so much to offer much in the way of criticism or praise.

Harry didn’t have to wait long for his next duel. After a couple more singles from both categories – just after Draco’s successful match against Susan – Harry was up next.

“Wish me luck!” he said to Tracey and Blaise, then made his way to the staging area for the duel. He felt good about his chances. His doubles duel with Tracey had gone well, and he felt more than warmed up for the singles duel. He wasn’t nervous so much as he was excited, energised.

Even if his opponent hadn’t been especially thrilling in the first round.

As usual Flitwick stood at the end of the long corridor watching the duels on the mirrors.

“Mr Malfoy has already left after winning his bout,” Flitwick said to Harry, “so your room is free, if you want to go through. Good luck, Mr Potter!”

Harry nodded and stepped inside his staging room. Harry wasn’t surprised that Draco had simply left after winning his duel. He’d probably been avoiding his father, or just wanted to get back to his secret room on the seventh floor. Heaven forbid he take the day off from his nefarious schemes.

That’s a problem for later, Harry decided. His more immediate issue was that of Gabriel Lafontaine, the novice duellist from Beauxbatons.

Although going by past performances, Lafontaine wouldn’t be all that much of a problem.

Harry gripped his wand tightly and took several deep breaths before stepping onto the platform. After a few moments the platform rose up, Harry with it. The buzz of the arena crowd was like music to Harry’s ears, and he stood there taking it in before taking a look at his opponent, Gabriel Lafontaine.

Lafontaine was a handsome young wizard clad in the pale blue sport robe of Beauxbatons, perhaps a little taller than Harry although not much. Harry listened to the announcer – different from the one for the doubles, but mercifully not Bagman either – count them in, then readied himself to bow.

As soon as the match started Harry bowed, then went in with his Jelly-Legs Combo. Lafontaine deflected the jinxes with well-placed Mirror Charms and hit back with a Knockback Hex.

Harry dodged the Knockback. While Harry jumped left, Lafontaine hit him with a pair of Stinging Jinxes on his left leg.

Harry grimaced.


  That’ll be some points for Lafontaine. 


Harry sent over an Insect Jinx, sandwiched between a pair of stingers of his own. Followed that up with a Knockback Hex. Lafontaine deflected his jinxes with Mirror Charms. Staggered backwards when hit by the Knockback.

Not wanting to lose his rhythm, Harry kept going. He used a Colour Change Charm on the other boy’s robes, changing them to an awful bright yellow; he filled the air with confetti from a powerful Confetti Charm, obscuring Lafontaine’s vision; and finally struck the other boy with a Twitchy-Ears Hex.

Child’s play.

Harry assessed the damage and then thought it was time to go in for the kill. He cast a quick Pimple Jinx for distraction. It hit, pustules breaking out over Lafontaine’s face and bursting in quick succession. Harry sent over a powerful Disarming Charm.

Lafontaine ducked. Both of Harry’s spells went sailing into the Shield Charm bubble around the arena stage. Lafontaine didn’t wait around. He rose from his duck to cast a sequence of minor jinxes and charms at Harry. A Dancing Feet Spell, a shrinking charm, a Pimple Jinx and a half-dozen others Harry didn’t recognise, didn’t have the time – and Harry scrambled to avoid them.

Some he deflected with his Mirror Charms, and others he could sidestep in what he hoped was a graceful and stylish manner, but in the end Harry resorted to an ungainly dive and rolled away from Lafontaine’s chain of spells. Some of them hit, like the Pimple Jinx against his leg, but Harry managed to avoid most of them.

That was a decent move, Harry thought grudgingly. None of the spells had been particularly dangerous, but the whole lot of them together would have been next to impossible for Harry to fight through. Even if he had, the points tally from them would have been ridiculous.

While Harry lumbered out of his roll Lafontaine hit him with a Disarming Charm. It wasn’t especially powerful. Didn’t even manage to make Harry’s wand twitch, even while distracted. Still, it was something to watch for. At the right moment, with Harry distracted enough… the outcome could have been different. Far different.

Once Harry was back on his feet he sent over a sonic boom. Then his flashbang. Lazily conjured a swarm of bees. As Lafontaine stumbled around from the first two spells, and swatted at the bees with his arms, Harry cast a Disarming Charm.

Lafontaine simply dropped to the arena floor, and Harry’s spell missed. Lafontaine rolled away and Harry considered his options.

Lafontaine was simply too mobile. Whenever Harry cast a particularly dangerous spell, Lafontaine threw himself out of the way. Harry considered a Levitation Spell – Lafontaine couldn’t jump if he was suspended in mid-air. But Harry had never tried it in a formal duel, wasn’t sure he could pull it off…

If this next one doesn’t work, Harry decided.

Instead, Harry realised that he needed Lafontaine stuck in place, and figured the best way of doing that was hitting him with a Stickfast Hex. Lafontaine vanished the bees before he got up, and then readied his wand to cast.

Harry didn’t let him.

He cast a Stickfast Hex at the boy’s feet, then a pair of Knockbacks to make him stumble. When they hit, Harry put everything he had into a Disarming Charm.

Despite his wriggling, the Disarming Charm hit Lafontaine and sent his wand flying from his hand.

Harry grinned in triumph.

“And that’s that, folks!” declared the announcer. “Potter snatches the win, securing himself a place in the third round of the tournament! If he can take the win in the next round, he’ll be fighting in the final!”

Harry let himself soak up the claps and cheers as he waited for the healers to finish up fixing the Pimple Jinx on his legs, and for them to be finished with fixing Lafontaine’s own spell damage. When they were both ready Harry crossed the arena to shake hands with Lafontaine, and then returned to the staging area where Professor Flitwick waited.

“Oh, well done, Mr Potter!” said Flitwick once Harry reached him. “That was a marvellous recovery although the roll was a bit sloppy! Nevertheless, you’ve made to it to third round and I daresay you should be very proud indeed.”

“Thanks, Professor,” Harry said. “I couldn’t figure out all the spells he was using—I think some of them were non-standard variations. So I thought it was better to just roll away than risk being hit by something weird…”

“It was the right choice in the moment, I should think,” Flitwick said. “Now, I’m sure your friends are waiting to congratulate you!”

Harry nodded and made his way back to the waiting area, where he was met with cheers from most of the room – some of the more glum members of the Hogwarts delegation opting not to get involved.

Still, that didn’t matter to Harry – he’d made it to round three in both of his categories, and he was ready to celebrate. He grabbed himself a selection of snacks and a drink from the table, then sat back down with Tracey and Blaise to watch the remainder of the matches. In the novice singles (second year) category, Granger lost her bout, meaning only Harry and Draco had progressed to the third round, and could possibly be facing one another.

I’ll beat him this time, Harry decided. Even if he had to wait until the finals.
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Sundays usually were a day to scramble to finish bits of homework, or to worry about upcoming lessons for the week ahead, while everyone dreaded the coming Monday and the resumption of lessons. That particular Sunday Harry was still riding the wave of euphoria that came with winning both his singles and his doubles bouts in the Pariturium’s second round. His enthusiasm did dampen a bit when he remembered that he and Tracey had agreed to meet with Ernie – and Justin and Susan, though not for the same reasons – but only a bit.

Harry wanted to let Ernie know about his concerns over Draco’s behaviour, and its possible relation to Voldemort’s plans. That was important. And it would be nice to have a day off from schoolwork and flying practise and duelling training.

Sort of.

“Where are we meeting them?” Harry asked Tracey as they left the dungeons together.

“In the Transfiguration Courtyard,” she said, and then shrugged at the look he gave her. “I know it’s a bit public but that’s where Susan wanted to hang out today. It won’t be that busy, anyway—Mr Shafiq is doing a Potions Club thingy and there’s an Arithmancy Association meeting today. So lots of people will be there, or out by the lake, or even in the Central Hall. Flitwick fixed the fountain there so people are hanging out there again.”

“Well… I suppose,” Harry said. The Transfiguration Courtyard wasn’t the most popular place in the school to hang out, but he’d wanted to speak with Ernie privately, and it could get busy at the weekends. “No luck with Millie?”

Tracey frowned.

“None at all,” she said. “I know they really like each other but they could spend some time with the rest of us, you know?” Tracey said. “Well, it doesn’t matter really, but…”

“It would be nice,” said Harry. “I get it.” He got where Tracey was coming from – since getting together for the Yule Ball, the two girls had withdrawn into each other’s company more and more. Harry knew that the rest of them were busy with Triwizard things – and Theodore being Theodore, he went off on his own at times anyway – but he did notice their absence.

“Oh, they’ll get over it, I’m sure,” said Tracey, “but it’s annoying now, isn’t it? But we’ll have a nice time with Ernie and Susan and Justin, and I’ll make sure you get some time to talk with Ernie on his own, too. So we don’t need to worry about that,” Tracey said.

Harry and Tracey wandered through the castle along the circuitous route – up some stairs, out onto an exterior walkway, back onto the ground floor inside the castle – which led, eventually, to the Transfiguration Courtyard. Harry liked the courtyard although he hadn’t really spent much time there. It had a section paved with flagstones, a fountain and some statues, along with a small garden with bits of seating scattered about and a water feature along one side. A nice place, pleasant enough.

That day it was well-attended although not full to bursting, and the pair of Slytherins found their friends sat at the foot of a big statue of some ancient Celtic witch from before the Roman conquest. Justin had open a textbook, but Susan had a magazine and Ernie was doodling with charcoal on a little canvas.

Harry sat down next to Ernie, and Tracey sat between Ernie and Susan.

“It’s nice to meet up like this, isn’t it?” said Tracey once they’d settled in. “When was the last time? It must have been ages and ages ago…”

“Yule Ball, I think,” Justin said. “So quite a while. Of course we have seen each other but it isn’t quite the same, I agree.”

“Ooh, I know!” said Tracey. “The Triwizard Tournament stuff has been really fun, but it’s made this year so busy, hasn’t it?” she continued. She leaned over towards Susan. “Anything good in there? Which magazine is it, anyway? It’s not Witch Weekly, is it? Because they’ve been late with mine three times now! Did I tell you…”

While Tracey distracted Justin and Susan with tales of her on-going battle to get her Witch Weekly subscription delivered on time, Harry leaned over towards Ernie, who was sat with his charcoal doodling. Whenever he made a mistake or grew bored, he tapped the edge with his wand the canvas reverted to a clean, unblemished state, which Harry thought a neat little feature.

“I didn’t know you did art,” Harry said, nodding towards the canvas and charcoal.

Ernie shrugged.

“I do, a bit. Mum got me this for Christmas—and a watercolour set, but that’s a bit messy for lugging about—so I took it up again. Not a lot of time at school, is there? It’s always work, work, work. But sometimes it’s nice.”

“You’re quite good,” Harry said.

Ernie grinned.

“Well, Mum says I don’t practise nearly enough, but I like to think I’m alright anyway,” he said. He reset the canvas and started sketching again – this time a representation of the Celtic witch under whose statue they were all sat.

“D’you remember at the end of last year when, er, You-Know-Who escaped?” Harry said quietly. He hated referring to Voldemort as that, but it was often the more prudent choice when in company, especially around people who didn’t know he was still around.

Ernie stopped sketching.

“Yes,” he said eventually. “Why?”

“Well, er… I think… so you know…”

Harry paused, then took a few more moments to think over what exactly to say. Not that he hadn’t been going over and over it since he and Tracey had planned to speak with Ernie about it, but it was different when he actually had to come out and say it all. Didn’t want to come off unhinged.

“So, I think he’s up to something here, at Hogwarts. Not himself, not personally like he was last year, but I think he’s working with Lucius Malfoy,” Harry said. “Er—I know they say he was innocent because of the Imperius Curse, but I don’t believe that. Even Padfoot said—”

“My father always says there’s no way he was innocent,” interrupted Ernie. “I never really said to you because, er, well you share a room with Draco and he’s in your House and all that, so it seemed rude, almost like gossip, you know. But why do you think he’s working with—with him—now? And not before?”

“Draco’s been really weird this year,” Harry said. “Like, Draco is usually a bit weird, right? But this year he’s been weird in a different way. Theodore said it started in the summer, but it’s got even worse over the year. He’s always off on his own, he asks weird questions in Moody’s class—you must have noticed—keeps disappearing into this secret room on the seventh floor. He keeps avoiding his parents, too—won’t answer their letters at all, won’t see them after Triwizard events, nothing like that. And get this, his dad asked me to get Draco to answer his letters. He hasn’t just gone to Snape for a parental meeting, and he could, couldn’t he?”

Ernie nodded.

“Definitely. All parents can arrange a meeting, if they want… so you think that what’s up with Malfoy—Draco—is because of—because of You-Know-Who? And it’s not just him trying to win the duelling or the flying?” asked Ernie.

“I do, yeah,” Harry said. “Based on stuff Volde—well, you know—said at the end of the year…” Harry didn’t really want to get into prophecies just yet, but felt like he could hint at something anyway. He pressed on. “But I think that even if it doesn’t have anything to do with him, it can’t be anything good either. Padfoot said that Lucius Malfoy is always up to something, so I think it’s worth checking out… and I did think that even if Draco is just trying to win, what if that’s part of the plan, too?”

Although quite what Voldemort would want with Draco winning the Pariturium Harry couldn’t imagine. It still felt like a possibility.

Ernie considered it.

“I think you’re right,” he said. “It’s worth looking into, anyway. But what can we do?”

“Not much,” said Harry. “But Padfoot gave me some ideas. I think if we can get into the secret room Draco keeps disappearing into, we’ll be able to figure out what to do next. Maybe even go to Dumbledore when we’ve got some more information.”

“You know where the room is, then?” Ernie asked. “That’s a start.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. I’ve seen him go into it a few times now,” he said. “It’s on the seventh floor, just opposite that weird tapestry with the dancing trolls. I don’t know if you’ve been there before.” Harry shrugged.

“I just can’t figure out how to reveal the door—there’s a trick to it, see, and… well, that’s where Padfoot comes in. He told me about this book, it’s called An Explorer’s Almanac and it’s in the library… I was wondering if you’d be able to have a look through it for me and try out some of the tricks? I know it’s a bit of an ask but I’ve got too much going on to try out everything in it on my own, but you, me, and Tracey giving it a go whenever we’ve got time…”

“Well, don’t even worry about that,” said Ernie. “Of course I’ll have a go at it. That’s what friends do. After you do the relay next week—oh, good luck for that, by the way, I hadn’t got the chance to say it yet—we’ll have a look through that book, just the three of us. I’ll check it out of the library in the week, no need to worry. We’ll meet on Sunday? Yes, that’s a good day. And we’ll get it sorted. Or, we’ll gather information and then go to Dumbledore with what we know, depending on what we find. Sound like a plan?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, yeah. That sounds good, actually.” He wasn’t overly enthused by going to Dumbledore, at least not without some sort of concrete proof Voldemort was involved, but the general thrust of the plan sounded right to Harry. Bringing in Ernie would surely help, and Harry did have to admit he felt lighter after getting Ernie up to speed with everything. Even if their investigation came to nothing, Harry felt better with another pair of eyes on Draco.

Schemes for sneaking and subterfuge all plotted out, Harry spent the rest of his morning enjoying some time with his friends, all his other worries pushed to the side – at least for the time being.

*

Harry threw himself into practise for the relay over the next week, which was much less lonely than his other flying practise as the relay was a team event. It hadn’t come to anything, though, as Hogwarts came in third for the free relay. And third out of three was… well, it was a loss, and there was no dressing up of that, even though they’d all get a bronze medal out of it. Harry blamed the brooms, rather than the flyers, as everyone on the team had been excellent—but they were up against just as excellent flyers from the other schools on professional grade brooms, and with Harry on Hogwarts’s only Firebolt, not much could be done about that.

Still, Harry felt like they’d all performed well, and as he’d won events of his own, wasn’t too bothered with the loss. He’d already proven himself. And with the last of Harry’s Aerobaticum events set for the summer, just ahead of the Gauntlet’s Third Task, he didn’t have to worry about flying overly much until then.

So on the Sunday after the relay, Harry, Tracey, and Ernie retired to a dark and quiet section of the library to go over the book Sirius had recommended to Harry, and to make a plan for what to do about Draco and the secret room. The book contained many useful hints, tips, and tricks, and even a couple of spells to use when encountering evidence of hidden or sealed rooms. All three of them copied down the relevant passages there, although it would take a bit of practise to get used to the spells themselves.

Which left the more logistical problems to solve.

“If we can get the room to open,” Harry said, “I don’t think we should go inside if it’s just the one of us there. Draco’s really good at duelling, and we don’t know what he’s up to or why, so I think it would be better for us all to go in at once. Then we can be sure that we’ll win. What do you think?”

Ernie nodded.

“I agree. That sounds like the right amount of caution, and we’ll want to go in together anyway. Present a united front, just in case.”

“But we should try and get inside when Draco isn’t there as well,” Tracey said. “Just because we’ll want to see what’s in the room, get an idea about what he’s doing. And maybe if we do that, we won’t need to directly confront him, will we? Because we can figure out what he’s doing and then go right to Dumbledore, or… whatever we’re going to do.”

“So, we’re decided then?” said Ernie. “If we can get the door to appear, we don’t go in right away. We come and fetch the others, and we go in together?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Yeah, that. But we’ll want to make sure Draco isn’t in there first, so… That will need me or Tracey to keep an eye on him, I suppose. We can manage that, can’t we, Trace?”

Tracey smiled.

“Oh, definitely. And if we lose track of him I can always just ask the right questions. Vince will tell you anything if you ask him nicely!”

Harry went over all the things he’d already tried with the door, just so they didn’t replicate his work, and then they all chose times to try out the door. Harry picked times after their curfew, since he could use his Invisibility Cloak to avoid detection, and left Tracey and Ernie with less dangerous slots.

“Who’s going to check out the book?” said Tracey when they were done. “I feel like we should keep it as a reference.”

“I will,” said Ernie immediately. “Well, I’ve got more time, haven’t I? So it seems right that I keep it.”

“Nice one, Ern,” said Harry. “With some luck we’ll have this figured out before exams!”

“Oh, that reminds me,” said Tracey, looking at her watch. “Harry, we’ve got that thing with Snape soon!”

“Oh, shit,” said Harry. “Don’t want to be late for that, he’ll go nuts…”

“Thing with Snape?” asked Ernie.

“Some thing about options, careers and that,” said Harry. “A presentation, or something like that. The deadline’s soon, isn’t it…?”

“Ah, right,” said Ernie. “Sprout did ours last week. Still haven’t made my choices yet, mind. Well, you’d best get going. I’ll see to the book, don’t worry about it.”

“Cheers,” said Harry. He and Tracey bundled their things back into their bags and hurried off towards the Slytherin Common Room where Snape had chosen to give his little careers presentation. By the time they got back to the Common Room most of the other second year Slytherins were gathered between two half-walls in front of a cosy fireplace in the section Snape had taken over for his talk, although there were some missing – Draco included amongst them.

He’s in the room, then, Harry thought. Of course, Draco didn’t need a career, so options really were entirely optional for him.

“You’re almost late,” observed Blaise when Harry and Tracey slipped into the chairs he and Theodore had saved for them.

“Had to pop to the library,” said Tracey. “Thanks for saving us seats though!”

Fortunately for everyone, Snape hadn’t actually arrived yet, although the second years knew better than to cut it overly fine in terms of arriving late. Even Draco found his way to the Common Room before Snape, although only managed it mere moments before the bat-like professor stomped into the room, a scowl across his face.

“It should not have escaped your notice that by the end of this academic year you will be required to select your optional subjects for OWLs,” Snape said without preamble. “And if it has, be thankful for this opportunity to think more on it, as your deadline for choices will be the day after your exams finish. This year you have all experienced one hour per week of each of the optional subjects taught at OWL—with the exception of Muggle Studies, the content of which should be self-explanatory—which should be representative of the work you will be doing next year in your chosen subjects. If you did not enjoy these sessions I find it unlikely that you will suddenly begin to enjoy them for the OWL, but should you wish to proceed regardless, I shall not stop you. You must select at least one of the offered optional subjects, and I would suggest no more than three if your performance has been satisfactory thus far. Do not even think about attempting to take all six optional subjects—even if you are capable, fitting it into the timetable is quite impossible, I assure you.”

He paused.

“Most of you, I should think, will find two of them on top of your mandatory selections quite challenging enough.”

The idea that more than three optionals were probably too many suited Harry just fine. The only one of the offered OWLs he actually wanted to carry through to the next year was Alchemy. He had no real interest in Magizoology although some of the lessons were fun, and felt like Divination was almost a complete waste of time. Everyone said Muggle Studies was pointless, and as Harry had grown up thinking he was a muggle, the class seemed doubly pointless for Harry. It felt especially telling that the class wasn’t included in the taster sessions they’d been taking all year.

That left Harry with Arithmancy or Ancient Runes to fill his second slot. Although it was hard, Harry would probably take Arithmancy over Runes. Possibly. He thought he might be able to get away with just the single choice, but he’d wait and see which subjects his friends were taking to be sure.

“In regards to future career paths, selection of optional OWL subjects is not as important as it will be when it comes to choosing your NEWTs next year,” continued Snape. “Nevertheless that is no reason to make poor choices, and the choices you make this year will impact the choices you are able to make in regards to your future careers. For example, it is required that curse breakers in all major institutions have a passable grasp of both arithmancy and various runic languages; therefore, both OWLs and NEWTs in those subjects are necessary. Those of you who wish to become healers will find an OWL in Alchemy very useful indeed, in addition to the Divination OWL required by most institutions. Magizoology is required for any who wish to work with creatures in an official manner, whether in a conservationist capacity, as a dragon-keeper perhaps, or a breeder for potions ingredients, and so on. Certain combinations of subjects are synergistic, and will be helpful in a variety of different fields, for example…”

While Snape continued Harry grabbed a scrap of parchment from his bag, along with his self-inking quill, to take some notes. Snape continued talking for perhaps another half an hour, and then ended his presentation and swept from the room, his black robes billowing out behind him. The crowd of second years dispersed after that, heading all over, as nobody wanted to waste the rest of their Sunday.

Harry and his friends took over a space filled with sofas and comfy seats to chill out and discuss their selections for OWLs.

“I’m going to take Divination next year,” Daphne said, “and Alchemy, too. But I might drop Alchemy so I was going to try Arithmancy or Ancient Runes, maybe. They’re all good for healing, so I should be fine with those.”

“What about Magizoology?” Millie said. “You said you wanted to do that with me.”

Daphne paused to consider it.

“Oh, I did, didn’t I? Well, I think Snape will let me try four, especially if I explain I might drop Alchemy…”

Millie nodded and seemed happy enough about that.

“I’m going to do Ancient Runes definitely,” Tracey said. “I don’t think Alchemy is for me, though… I might do Divination, and if I do do Divination then I think I’ll have space for Magizoology too. I’ve thought about Arithmancy but I’m not sure.”

“I don’t really want to do any of them,” said Blaise. “But I’ll pick Divination because it’s easy, and Magizoology because it can be fun. You won’t catch me dead in Alchemy or Arithmancy.”

“I was going to choose Alchemy,” Harry said. “I like it. And I think alchemy is interesting. I don’t know how to pick between Arithmancy or Runes, though… Arithmancy is meant to be harder, but I’m not the biggest fan of Runes…”

“You could do all three,” suggested Theodore. “I was going to try all three, and Divination because it’s easy. I did think about giving Muggle Studies a go on top, since it’s meant to be a doss too and some Ministry jobs like when you have it, but maybe Snape won’t let me do five…”

“Good luck with that,” said Blaise. “You’ll never catch me doing Triple-As. You don’t need a job anyway, so I don’t know why you’re bothering.”

“We don’t have to decide yet, Snape said,” said Millicent. “We’ve got ages until exams are over. So who cares?”

That comment sparked an argument over whether they really did have ‘ages’ until the end of exams, which fortunately didn’t get too heated, although it did change the subject, and the second year Slytherins spent the rest of their Sunday lounging about, all thoughts of the future postponed.

*

As spring blossomed in the north of Scotland the teachers and all their apprentices – even Moody, whose attitude to homework and classwork was unconventional – piled on ever increasing amounts of work ahead of the exams.

“I want two feet on the signs of Dark wizardry and how they apply to the Death Eaters we’ve studied this year!” Moody barked at the end of one double session before the Easter holiday. “And I want another foot on the Unforgiveables! Pick one, or do all three, but I need a foot on their history and uses done for the first lesson back. That’s as well as what Tonks has assigned you, so don’t go having any ideas it’s an either/or.”

Moody’s assignments wouldn’t have been so bad if they hadn’t been on top of McGonagall’s – two feet on the sympathetic mechanisms behind the beetles into buttons spell and its general applications –  or Snape’s deep dive into the Swelling Solution, or especially Professor Dee’s three feet on the nature of esotericism as applied to the alchemical pursuit. But it wasn’t. It was all of that and more from the other subjects, too. It seemed as if the teachers had conspired to bury their students under tons of parchment while drowning them in ink.

Not even those participants in the Pariturium or what was left of the Aerobaticum were offered any sort of leniency – even with the dignity of Hogwarts at stake. Indeed, the only student from Hogwarts offered any sort of solace or refuge from exams was Cedric Diggory, who had to fight dragons and rescue hostages from merpeople and God only knew what else in the Third Task.

Even so, Harry managed to slip into a routine and stick to it. He would attend meetings of Duelling Club whenever it was held which gave him the opportunity to see Ernie, practise their specific duelling strategies with Tracey in the dungeons, and book as many sessions with the Nimbus brooms as he could ahead of his race later on in the summer. And all of that he fit in between his lessons and homework and, as the term moved towards the Easter break, revision for exams as well.

“How does Dee expect us to give him three bloody feet on this?” complained Blaise as he went over the Alchemy homework with Harry and their other friends – all except Tracey, who was on Secret Room duty that evening. Harry did hope she’d had some luck with it, since otherwise he’d have to sneak out soon to give it his own go.

But that was later’s problem. He had a rather meaty alchemical essay in front of him.

“It shouldn’t be that hard,” said Harry. “Alchemy is one of the esoteric disciplines, so you start with an explanation of what that means, and then you go on and give some examples of other esoteric arts—er, like wandlore—and then go through examples and reasons why it applies to alchemy, too. There’s a good bit on it in that book, you know the one—”

“‘A Beginner’s Guide to the Alchemical Pursuit’,” supplied Theodore. “It’s in the library. Professor Dee told us to have a read of it, remember?”

“If he did, I didn’t do it. To be honest my head gets muddled in his classroom, I think from all the smoke…” Blaise shrugged. “But you promise if I go through it, the bits we need are in there?”

“Definitely,” Harry said. “I read it and it’s actually really simple for an alchemy book. But we can go over the essay together anyway, since I’ve got a few ideas…”

Harry trailed off when he realised Tracey was back, about twenty minutes before the curfew. Harry glanced at her as she joined them at their table, and she shook her head gently.

No luck, then, Harry thought.

Daphne looked up from her essay.

“Ooh, I wanted to speak with you earlier!” she said. “Where’ve you been?”

“I got chatting to a lovely portrait of a wizard from Nantnewin on my way back from the library,” Tracey said, smiling. “Lost track of the time.”

“Did you manage—I mean, did you grab that book I asked for?” Harry asked. He hadn’t asked her to get anything, of course – it was their agreed upon excuse for Harry to ‘nip to the library’ just before curfew.

“Ooh, no, Harry – I’m so sorry!” said Tracey. “I forgot all about it—do you want me to go back and get it?”

Harry shook his head.

“No, no, it’s alright. I’ll just go grab it quickly now. I’ll be quicker than you, anyway—bigger legs!” Harry grabbed his bag – in which he’d hidden his Invisibility Cloak – and then hurried out of the Common Room, headed for the seventh floor and the stubborn secret room whose door remained just out of reach.

Once he reached an out of the way alcove – and after making sure there was no one around to see – Harry donned his Invisibility Cloak and headed towards the seventh floor. This side of the curfew he technically didn’t need to be hidden, but as it was so close teachers and prefects would question why he was up in the higher levels of the castle and Harry didn’t want to be seen anywhere he shouldn’t be.

Fortunately Draco wasn’t in the room. He’d been sat in the Common Room with Pansy and the others in his gang when Harry left, so at least Harry didn’t have to worry about being detected by Draco. That meant he could experiment with ways to access the room and could even sneak inside if he was successful.

Harry knew that part of the trick to opening the room was walking past it multiple times. Every time he’d seen Draco enter, Draco had done that, so it had to be part of the answer. So Harry walked past the tapestry of the dancing trolls opposite the hidden door three times, all the while thinking about accessing the room Draco used.

But it didn’t work. So he tried making himself angry, since Draco was often angry these days, and perhaps that was the key.

Harry spent an hour or so testing out all the techniques Sirius’s book had mentioned in multiple variations – walking past the door with a specific sort of emotion, or blend of emotions; trying the same thing but with a specific thought in mind; tapping the areas around the door with his wand in certain patterns; trying out various different passwords or common phrases in security charming; and even some of the spells the book suggested – to no avail. The secret room appeared to have a very particular and specific method to unlocking it, and one which Harry and his friends were struggling to figure out. He gave up when he was sure everyone else in his dorm had gone to bed.

But someone had to have figured it out at least once, surely, Harry thought as he made his way away from the seventh floor. Unless of course the password or trick to opening the room had been passed down in an unbroken chain since the room’s construction, but Harry didn’t want to think about that possibility.

If that were the case it would be next to impossible for him to figure out a way in. Unless he just asked Draco, and Draco decided to answer truthfully. There was a non-zero chance of that, perhaps, but Harry thought it so unlikely that his uncle Vernon would sooner be caught flying a broomstick.

He snuck back inside the Slytherin Common Room and was glad to see it mostly empty when he got back, save for the few usual late-nighters from the upper years who never seemed to go to bed on time. He crept past them and took off his Cloak once inside the dormitory corridor, stuffing it back into his bag before slipping quietly into the dormitory and quickly getting ready for bed.

He’d failed to open the door that evening, but there was still time, and with the Easter holiday coming up, rather a lot of it.

*

Unfortunately as far as Harry was concerned, Easter turned out to have a lot less spare time than he’d wanted it to have. There was a Hogsmeade weekend which he was cajoled into attending with his friends from Slytherin on one of the days, and his friends from Hufflepuff on the other; a series of flight training exercises organised by Madam Hooch ahead of the last round of flying events; and all the usual homework and exam preparation shoved into the very end of the holiday.

To that end, Harry and his friends – along with most of the second year Slytherins – occupied a swathe of seats and desks in the study area of the Slytherin Common room to get to grips with all their homework and exam revision.

“I don’t get Wenlock’s Ratio,” complained Millicent as she went over his notes for Arithmancy. “Is it the thing about the number seven?”

“No,” said Theodore. “But she did discover the magical properties of the number seven. The ratio is different, it’s about the typical proportions of—”

“Er, right, I’ll just make a note that it isn’t the number seven thing. Thanks, Theodore!” said Millicent, who immediately started to vanish her mistakes.

“But I didn’t even explain what—”

“Nah, it’s fine,” said Millicent, full of cheer. “I’m not doing Arithmancy next year anyway, so I just need a basic pass mark.”

That was one way to go about it, Harry supposed.

“I’m more worried about Defence, to be honest,” said Blaise. “Arithmancy is hard but at least we know what we’re being examined on. Moody’s exam could be about anything.”

“I think it will probably be about all the Dark wizard theory he’s been teaching us,” Theodore said. “Maybe some bits on the War, but just the ones he taught specifically. But I don’t think he’ll go too far away from any of that because that’s what he said he was here to teach us. It means we’ll have to do catch-up for OWLs next year on some of the theory bits, and we haven’t done anything on Dark creatures, so I don’t think he’ll put that in…”

“The practicals should be really easy for it, though,” said Harry. “Auror Tonks taught us all the spells this year and we’ve been practising most of them in the duelling anyway. Charms practicals should be nice and simple as well.”

“I’ve been looking forward to the practicals this year,” said Tracey, beaming. “Is that weird? But I’ve done so much practise with the spells for the duelling that if I don’t do really well I’ll be furious!”

“I won’t say I’m looking forward to any of the exams,” said Millicent with a grimace, “but I reckon I’ll do alright in Magizoology. I heard Mr Hagrid talk about hippogriffs for it, and we’ve already done that, haven’t we, so it’ll be easy…”

“I could do without going up against the hippogriffs again, though,” said Theodore. “Flobberworms would be easier…”

“But then we’d all literally die from boredom, so…” said Millicent. “And anyway, he might even have us working with those skrewts again, so even if it’s not hippogriffs it might still be fun…”

Harry tuned his friends out and went back to poring over his notes for Transfiguration. McGonagall’s essay was trickier than he’d thought it would be, and he still had to start his revision of the year’s other topics.

*

The Easter holiday ended and lessons resumed. Lessons and Harry’s various practises, which felt much more serious and necessary now that the end of the Triwizard Tournament was in sight. Harry spent time in the air on his Firebolt whenever he could; traded spells in the dungeons with Tracey; and got his head stuck into books in the library as he scrambled to keep up with his lessons.

One morning, at the very end of breakfast at the end of April, Dumbledore made an announcement. In front of the attendees from the other schools, and their teachers.

“I shall not take much of your time this morning,” he said, standing up from his ornate throne. “But I have been asked by Professor Dee to relay this message, and I find it appropriate to do so now. Students—of Hogwarts and otherwise—are to be reminded that the alchemical store cupboard is to be used only under the supervision of Professor Dee or Ms Platt, and only then with their explicit permission. This includes students of Beauxbatons and Durmstrang—permission to use the store cupboard is conditional on having a valid reason. To this end the store cupboard will be locked and ensorcelled to prevent access. And I would like to add that many of the items inside the stores are dangerous when used improperly, so to whoever has taken them I implore that they use them with great cautious—preferably not at all. That is all.”

Dumbledore strode away from the High Table in a swirl of purple robes.

“I wonder what got stolen,” Tracey said as they walked away from the Great Hall after breakfast. “There’s meant to be all sorts of stuff in there, isn’t there?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. I’ve been wanting a look in there myself, but we’ve not had to use it this year…” Harry said. He only knew where the cupboard was. He’d never been allowed inside. Next year, when he did actual alchemy, he’d get a look in. Probably still wouldn’t be allowed to use the more dangerous stuff inside, though. That would most likely have to wait until NEWTs.

Assuming he could make it past the OWL.

“Maybe it was someone from one of the other schools? I didn’t know they’d been allowed to use it, mind. I suppose it does make sense if any of them are doing Alchemy…” Harry shrugged. “Who knows? Shall we go do practise with the Levitation Spell? Try out that combo with the Knockback?”

Tracey paused. Stopped walking while she considered it.

Then she staggered forward, knocked aside by Draco who walked right into her.

“Oi! Watch where you’re going!” she said. She turned. “Draco? Didn’t you see me?”

Draco huffed.

“If I’d seen you I wouldn’t have walked into you, would I?” he said, hand going towards his wand. “Maybe if you had a brain and actually used it—”

“Nobody else barged right into me!” Tracey said. “There’s no sense having an argument about it—it was only an accident.” Tracey shrugged. “Just say sorry and it’s fine.”

“Why should I say sorry for your mistake?” Draco said. “Although I don’t know what I’d expected from someone with your breeding—it’s not like your sort have manners.”

“Stop being such an arse,” Harry said, interrupting. “There’s no need for all that bullshit. Stop being such a—such a—ugh.” Harry shook his head. That sort of talk, well. It merited a stronger response than that. Harry gripped his wand just in case. “Maybe if you’d been paying more attention you wouldn’t have walked into her. Just say sorry.”

Draco turned to Harry. Glared at him. And then… something else. Indecision played out across his face. Anger warred with some emotion Harry didn’t recognise. By then, others in the Entrance Hall were watching the exchange. Not everyone, but enough Harry didn’t want it to turn nasty. At least, not any nastier than Draco had already made it. Not in such a public setting, anyway.

Draco’s hand dropped to his side, wand seemingly forgotten.

“I don’t see why she needs you to defend her, Harry,” Draco said. “Isn’t she capable of defending herself?” Draco shrugged. “But alright—maybe that was my fault. I’ll pay more attention next time.” He brushed past Harry, knocked him with his shoulder as he strode off.

“Ugh. He’s such a prick,” Tracey said. “And if his breeding is better than mine it hasn’t done his manners any good, has it, because he’s a massive arse!”

“Mm,” agreed Harry, watching Draco go. The trouble was, how much of that was Draco’s usual pleasant self and how much of it was… whatever was going on? It felt impossible to say. “Ah, let’s forget about him for today,” Harry said. “Let’s just go over that combo in the dungeons, work out some stress…”

Tracey sighed.

“Oh, alright,” she said. “Let’s just go.”
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    Chapter 33 - Exams
The path to exams was clear of anything interesting to break up the gloom and monotony, save for a couple of Charms Club presentations and the Triwizard Choir performances. Harry had all his usual training to do, his lessons and his homework and – increasingly – revision, but those were the normal sorts of quotidian things. Not a proper duel or broom race in sight. Quicker than Harry had expected it was the beginning of June, and the exam timetables had been set and given out to students.

And not a single Triwizard event until the very end of the schoolyear, at the very end of June.

After the exams.

So, in the first full week of June, Harry found himself facing his second set of exams at Hogwarts – and the last set before he would take OWLs the next year. Whoever had done the timetabling had managed to compress the entire suite of subjects into a single week, which was impressive on the one hand but near soul destroying on the other, especially given the previous year’s more sedate pace.

Not to mention the final few events in the Tournament looming.

On Monday morning just after breakfast Harry queued up, along with the rest of the first years, in front of the rooms assigned to the Charms practicals. There were two of them this year, one for Flitwick and the other for his apprentice, presumably to keep the workload down as Flitwick would be examining eighty or so students that morning otherwise, not to mention the exams for other years he would have to invigilate in the afternoon.

“He’d better not ask us to do all the charms,” said Millicent as Harry and his friends frantically went over tips and tricks prior to the exam. “I can do a few of them, but I’m pants at the Banishing Charm, and the Shrinking Charm, and I’m not very good with the Freezing Charm either…”

“That’s half the list,” sniggered Blaise. “Which ones are you good at?”

“Oh, don’t be rude, Blaise,” said Daphne. “Millie’s good at loads of them. She can do the Cheering Charm, and she’s good with the Levitation Charm, and the General Counterspell and the Fire-making Charm…”

“I was only joking, don’t get your knickers twisted,” said Blaise, rolling his eyes.

At exactly nine o’clock in the morning Miss Evergloam and Flitwick appeared in front of their respective doors and called in the first of the students to be examined. Soon enough it was Millicent’s turn, and then Tracey’s, and then Daphne’s, until – of their little friend group, at least – it was only Theodore, Harry, and Blaise waiting to be seen.

Miss Evergloam appeared from her door to call Theodore in, and the boy froze as soon as he heard his name.

“You’ll be fine,” said Harry. “You know all the spells.”

“I spent too much time on Arithmancy,” Theodore muttered as he walked towards Miss Evergloam after a gentle coaxing from Harry. “Didn’t do enough on Charms… I’m doomed.”

He disappeared into the Charms room, leaving Blaise and Harry stood outside with the few others who had yet to be examined.

“Honestly I don’t know why he’s worried,” said Blaise. “He’ll definitely get top marks in the House this year again.”

Harry shrugged.

“You know what he’s like.”

The next few students were called in, and when he heard ‘Perks, Sally-Anne’ go through to Miss Evergloam, Harry knew he’d be next. When Flitwick emerged from his door to call through Harry, Harry turned towards Blaise and wished him luck, then followed the little professor through the door and into the practical room.

As in first year, the practical room was devoid of posters or really anything that might help underprepared students in the practical exam. It was simply an empty classroom, with even the windows shuttered so as not to distract the students being examined. Flitwick stood at the front of the room with a few props for the exam, including a fat, placid rat and a fluffy cushion.

“Good morning, Mr Potter!” said Flitwick, full of cheer. “I shan’t keep you for long—we just have a few spells to go through and then I’ll call in the next student. How does that sound?” Flitwick didn’t wait for a response. “First of all, I would like you to demonstrate the Levitation Charm on this feather.” Flitwick pointed to the feather on his desk full of props.

Harry knew that would be easy enough – the Levitation Charm was a first year spell they’d been examined on the previous year, and Harry felt confident enough that he could still manage it this year. Even under exam conditions.

Harry cast the charm on the feather and lifted it into the air gently. As he reached the top he did a few graceful loops for a little bit of flair, then deposited the feather back onto the desk.

“Splendid!” declared Flitwick. “Next, show me a Dancing Feet Spell on this rat, if you please.”

Easy, thought Harry. He’d cast that spell dozens – maybe even hundreds – of times already that year during Duelling Club and practises with Tracey, so felt like he couldn’t mess it up. He cast the spell on the rat which immediately started dancing about on the desk.

“Demonstrate the General Counterspell, please,” said Flitwick. “On the rat.”

Harry nodded and cast the spell. It was another easy ask. Not only had he cast it countless times during duelling practises, he’d used it in his flying prep and competition, too. Both much more stressful and nervy arenas than Flitwick’s exam room. The rat stopped dancing right away and glanced about, squeaking.

“Now try an Engorgement Charm on this shoe,” said Flitwick, pointing towards a little shoe on his desk.

Harry chewed his lip. He had to think on that one a bit. Harry hadn’t had much practise with it at all outside of their lessons. He didn’t think it would be a problem, not if he went over the particulars quickly before trying it…

Harry readied his wand and got himself into the proper state of mind for casting the spell. He envisioned the shoe lengthening, growing taller and wider, and thought about the theoretical basis behind the spell and the mechanisms which made it work in the first place. Once he was sure it would work, he pointed his wand at the shoe and cast the spell.

“Engorgio!”

The shoe grew rapidly larger and larger until it started to knock some of Flitwick’s other props out of place, but it didn’t stop growing. It was only when the shoe had reached at least three times its original size that Harry remembered he had to actively finish the spell.

“Larger perhaps than I would have liked,” said Flitwick, “but a successful application of the charm nevertheless. In any case we shall be attempting the Shrinking Charm next. When you are ready.”

Harry nodded and cast the Shrinking Charm at the shoe. It was easier and faster than his previous attempt with its opposite spell, largely because the paired spells relied on similar but opposite mechanisms and Harry didn’t have to do much extra thinking to shrink the shoe.

Harry waited until he thought the shoe was more or less the size it had been before the engorgement, then lifted his wand to end the spell.

“Marvellous!” said Flitwick. “Now, I would like you to cast a Cheering Charm—on me, please.”

Harry cast the Cheering Charm on Flitwick and waited to see the response, although it was hard to tell whether it had worked because Flitwick was ordinarily quite cheerful and bubbly and the usual signs of the spell – broad smiles and giggling – were an unreliable marker.

“Oh, good show, good show, Harry! I daresay you’ve mastered this spell,” Flitwick said with a little chortle. “And finally—don’t worry that I’ll be keeping you all day!—I would like you to banish this cushion.”

Harry frowned slightly at that request. He’d assumed it would come, of course, since banishment had been an important part of the syllabus that year, but it was the most difficult charm they’d covered in either first or second year. Except for the Summoning Charm, Harry supposed, but that was a bit easier and they hadn’t gone as in-depth.

There was nothing to do but try it out, so Harry pointed his wand at the cushion and swept it in the motion required for the Banishing Charm. The cushion wiggled a bit, but didn’t go nearly as far as Harry intended.

“Give it another go!” said Flitwick.

So Harry did.

Harry looked at the cushion where it sat on the floor. Then lifted his wand.

“Depulso!” he said, loud and clear. Confident. He would send the cushion where he wanted this time. No need for any doubt.

The cushion flew off the edge of the desk and into the wall behind Flitwick. Harry breathed a sigh of relief.

“Excellent, excellent! You’ve done remarkably well, Harry!” said Flitwick, clearly still under the influence of the Cheering Charm. “I shall have to have a word with the Headmaster about keeping on with Duelling Club next year, as all of our duellists have shown a remarkable grasp of practical spellcasting. Well, on you go—if I am not mistaken you have your theory exam in half an hour!”

“Thanks, Professor!” said Harry. He hurried away from the room through the door on the wall opposite to the one he’d come through, and went to join his friends while they prepared for the Charms theory exam. Harry joined them in the library but by the time he’d got settled it was time for the theory, and they all marched back to the room where the theory exam was to be held.

The theory exam lasted an hour and a half. An hour and a half of furious scribbling as Harry scrambled to complete Flitwick’s assigned questions.

Madame Helix and Madam Hooch stalked the rows and columns of students seated in their single desks checking for anyone cheating or using proscribed quills or other equipment, although nobody was caught cheating. The theory exam wasn’t as easy as the practical at least for Harry, who had spent the year focused on practical applications, but as it was difficult to use spells without a decent understanding of the theory behind them, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The essay question on the mechanisms underpinning the Banishing Charm was easily the most difficult part, but Harry had managed to get down a foot or so to answer it, and even had a conclusion written out by the time Madame Helix called an end to the exam.

After that it was lunch, and a brief, much-needed, break until the Transfiguration exams in the afternoon.

“That was awful!” complained Millicent as they filed out of the exam room and headed for lunch. “Flitwick pretends he’s nice and friendly but then he goes and sets an exam like that! It’s criminal.”

“I didn’t think it was that bad,” said Theodore. “He didn’t even ask about the sympathetic mechanisms involved with—”

“I don’t care,” said Millicent. “Exam’s over. Don’t need to know what he didn’t ask about. Who’s for lunch?”

“If you think Flitwick’s was bad, wait for McGonagall’s,” said Blaise. “I bet that’s going to be an arse of an exam.”

Millicent groaned and stomped off towards the Great Hall, Daphne hurrying along after her. The rest of them followed and sat down to lunch, although it wasn’t so much as a reprieve from exams as it was a last-ditch effort to cram as much transfiguration theory as possible with the exam looming after lunch.

*

After lunch Harry went with all the other second years to the exam rooms for Transfiguration, and waited outside for his turn. After most of the other students had been called, McGonagall finally emerged from the room to call Harry forward, and it was time for him to be assessed. He left Blaise waiting outside and made his way inside the exam room, where McGonagall stood behind a desk with several props on it. The setup was much like Flitwick had had, although most of McGonagall’s were live animals of some sort.

From the animals on the desk Harry had a decent idea of what he would be asked – a tortoise meant teapots; mice were for turning into snuffboxes; and of course beetles would become buttons – so that was a bit of a comfort. Those were all things he could do, if not especially well.

“I’m aware of the time constraints this afternoon, Mr Potter,” McGonagall said, “so we’ll get right to it.”

Harry nodded.

“Turn this beetle into a button,” said McGonagall. She plucked the beetle from its jar and placed it into a little box. “You may begin.”

Beetles into buttons was one of the easier transfigurations. It, along with mice into snuffboxes, was more of a revision topic from the previous year than a new part of the curriculum. Harry chewed his lip as he got ready to perform the transfiguration. The trick to any transfiguration – over and above understanding the theoretical basis and the mechanisms on which the spell hinged – was proper visualisation, so Harry thought about the shiny black buttons on the school trousers he’d worn daily at Stonewall High for two years before casting the spell on the poor beetle.

The spell worked. The beetle morphed, folding in on itself and reconstituting into a completely inanimate, shiny black button. McGonagall picked it up to examine it, no doubt checking that it didn’t still have wings, or that it wasn’t twitching or somehow still alive – which had been Harry’s problem the previous year – and then placed it back into the box when satisfied with it.

Before speaking again she selected one of the mice that had been happily playing in its box and placed it into the box with the button-beetle.

“Mouse into a snuffbox, please.”

Harry found snuffboxes harder to do, and not just because they were theoretically more difficult and used a more complex mechanism of action. Nor just because mice were wriggly and tended not to stay at all still.

No. It was more that he had never actually heard of or seen a snuffbox before being asked to turn a mouse into one. Harry’s attempts during classes that year had become much better, although before lessons ended he’d still had trouble clearing away the tail. He’d manage to make a snuffbox – a perfect representation fit for any gentleman’s solar, even if he did say so himself – but then the top would pop open and a wriggling tail would come curling out.

Harry wouldn’t have minded, but McGonagall considered that simply unacceptable.

So Harry took a few moments to get the idea of a snuffbox right in his mind. Harry moved his wand in a jabbing motion towards the mouse. Spoke the incantation.

Visualised the change.

The mouse transformed into an oval snuffbox, minimally decorated as Harry hadn’t been focused on patterns or ornamentation. The shape was still too mouse-like for Harry’s liking, as he’d been going for a proper rectangle, but as long as it didn’t have a tail…

McGonagall picked up the snuffbox and removed its lid, and to Harry’s relief no tail popped out. Unfortunately, the snuffbox squeaked.

I think a squeak is better than a tail, though, Harry thought.

“Hmm,” said McGonagall. She placed the snuffbox back into the box full of mice, presumably so she could untransfigure it once he’d left. “Tortoise into teapot, if you would.” She indicated the tortoise where it stood on her desk, patiently munching on broad green leaves. With absolutely no idea it was about to become a porcelain teapot.

Harry felt like he was getting the hang of it by then. Transfiguration wasn’t his strongest magical art, but he wasn’t dreadful at it either. It just took a bit more effort than charms, or curses. And in the case of the teapot, he had a good visual aid in the form of the fancy china teapot Petunia only ever got out when they had guests around. It had a distinctive spiral pattern and Harry had seen it often enough that it would be an excellent visualisation for the spell.

Harry set about transfiguring the tortoise into the teapot. He didn’t want any annoying errors like a tail instead of a handle or tortoise feet poking out of the bottom, so he paid special attention to the underside and tail. The tortoise reconfigured itself into a shiny china teapot, complete with the pattern he’d selected based on his aunt’s teapot. Harry leaned back slightly, pleased with his performance.

McGonagall reached forward to pick up the teapot. Before she could grab it, however, the tortoise popped its head right out of the spout, and Harry died inside. He felt like if the floor opened up and swallowed him, that would still be better than what had just happened.

“Well, it was a good attempt,” offered McGonagall. “Perhaps a more complete visualisation would have helped—the pattern is excellent. It’s a shame about the spout.”

Harry nodded, and then sighed.

“Yeah. I was trying to make sure it didn’t have legs or a tail, and I forgot about the head…”

“It has happened to us at all one time or another. Next, I would like you to conjure a snake.”

That was the big test, Harry realised. Or one of them at least, as McGonagall would surely ask him to vanish the snake once done. The other transfigurations were difficult, often tricky to pull off, but were simple compared with conjuration. The art of bringing something into being from nothingness, considered among the highest of the disciplines within transfiguration.

Harry had progressed over the course of the year and could now conjure quite the array of things, snakes included. In fact, snakes were quite easy for him – perhaps as a side-effect of his particular talent – even though there were still many things which would give him cause for concern. Still, the visualisation required was always a worry for Harry, as he sometimes spoke Parseltongue without realising it when holding an image of a snake in his mind. He’d done it more than once while training in the dungeons with Tracey. The problem was, he supposed, that he didn’t have enough practise actively using Parseltongue or not using it while looking at a snake.

Still, to pass on the attempt would forfeit a lot of marks, and Harry wasn’t sure that he wanted to drop so many. It could be the difference between a pass or a fail, especially with his less-than-perfect snuffbox and teapot.

And remedial work during the OWL year seemed like a bad outcome.

Harry felt like he’d wasted enough time thinking on it, so visualised a snake. He had more than enough references to draw from, as snake imagery was prevalent in the Slytherin iconography and decorations, and he’d spoken with more than a few besides. As Harry readied his wand he focused not only on the visualisation, but on speaking in Latin as well, and then cast the spell.

Within moments a long, shiny green snake appeared on the desk, coiled around the teapot-tortoise. It looked back up at him and hissed.

Where am I? it wondered.

Harry ignored it, much as he would he preferred to give it an answer. Instead, he looked at McGonagall who was nodding as she regarded the snake.

“Vanish the snake, if you would, Potter,” she said.

Vanishment was quite hard, but Harry had practised over and over again during Duelling Club, his actual duels, and training with Tracey, so felt like it would be easy enough. Harry vanished the snake without fuss.

Made it to the end! Harry thought, feeling of pride welling up in his chest. He’d had a few issues, especially with the tortoise, but the harder stuff, the stuff everyone said was more difficult, had been a breeze. He hadn’t even accidentally spoken Parseltongue, which he counted as perhaps his biggest success of the day.

Not that he could tell anyone.

“Good, very good,” said McGonagall. “That concludes the exam, more or less. One last request, if you would humour me, Mr Potter. Conjure the largest swarm of bees you can, please. I should like to see what your limits are, and you have had enough practise with bees in particular for them to be a good test.”

Harry hadn’t been expecting that, but he could conjure bees, and probably in his sleep. If he could manage to do it under duelling conditions, stood here in front of McGonagall after his exam was finished was certainly no trouble at all. And he had wondered just how large a swarm he could conjure. He hadn’t tried it because in the event he couldn’t vanish them, he would have to deal with a cloud of angry bees. But with McGonagall right there…

So Harry took a few steps back, just to give himself some room, and visualised the largest swarm of bees he could manage. He’d never seen a collection of bees so large, of course, other than in cartoons as he’d never been around a working hive, but the image in his head must have included hundreds of bees. Perhaps not so many as a thousand, but certainly more than a couple of hundred.

Harry cast the spell. The swirl of his wand brought the largest swarm of bees he’d ever managed into existence in the – relatively – small room they were using for the Transfiguration practical. Immediately the air was filled by the buzzing of hundreds of bees as they flew and tried to find something to do, somewhere to go. Harry stepped back, conscious that every other time he’d conjured bees, at least some of them had attacked, but McGonagall seemed unworried.

“A rather large swarm,” she said. “Aided perhaps by the fact that the mind regards creatures such as this as a collective, but no less an impressive feat for it. Can you vanish them?”

“Er, I’m not sure,” admitted Harry. “There are a lot of them.” He thought probably not in one go – he’d have to try them in bits and pieces. Although what McGonagall had said about the mind regarding them as a collective did make him think otherwise…

There was nothing to do but try, Harry supposed, so he took another step back, regarded the swarm of bees and tried to think of it as a single transfigurational unit, and then cast the Vanishing Spell.

“Evanesco!”

To his amazement it worked. The swarm of bees popped out of existence. Or, back into nothingness, as was theorised, although Harry wasn’t quite sure what the difference was.

“Ah, very good. Well, you’ll be wanting to run along to prepare for the theory examination later—although given your performance here you have a solid foundation—and I have some students left to see, so we’d best both get to it.”

And with that, Harry was dismissed. Harry joined the rest of his friends as they prepared for the theory exam, but there was never that much time between the end of Harry’s practical and the beginning of the theory so he wasn’t able to get much done. By the time Harry got out of the theory, all he wanted to do was go to bed and sleep for a week, but as there were four theory exams scheduled for the next day, he and his friends – and most of the other second years – spent the rest of their day cramming.

*

The second day of exams had been stuffed with four theory examinations from four different subjects – one each for Astronomy, Arithmancy, Ancient Runes, and Alchemy. Fortunately, whoever had done the timetabling hadn’t put the Astronomy practical that same night, so Harry felt glad that he would at least get a chance to sleep instead of spending his night looking at stars. They’d started with Astronomy in the morning, and the exam had been more or less what Harry had expected.

There wasn’t time to worry about anything, anyway, as it was practically straight into the Ancient Runes, where Professor Babbling had included a devilishly hard translation of an Old Welsh riddle written in the Tree Alphabet, which Harry was sure only Tracey would have been able to complete. But after that it was lunch, and Harry got to have a brief reprieve from the tyranny of parchment and quill, although several of his friends were unable to focus on anything other than their impending Arithmancy and Alchemy exams after lunch. Harry simply ignored them.

Harry found the Arithmancy exam just as difficult as had been promised, although not so difficult that he couldn’t at least attempt every question. The theory questions were just a test of how well students remembered what they’d been told, and as the Slytherins had been once again forced into mandatory Homework Club by the prefects, they’d all spent quite a lot of time at memorisation. Harry was sure he’d got things wrong, but felt reasonably positive about the whole thing. Even the parts where it came to filling in and using arithmantic equations, which were meant to be the most difficult, Harry didn’t find all that challenging. The processes were very similar to what he’d done for years in muggle school. He supposed that did give him an advantage over his wizard-raised friends, many of whom never had to do formalised mathematics or logic thinking of any kind until they reached Hogwarts. It wasn’t quite maths as muggles understood it, but it was close enough that Harry felt like he had a good grasp.

The final theory exam of the day was Alchemy. True to form, Professor Dee had included an eclectic mixture of topics in his exam, the end result of which was a disjointed romp through the many and varied concepts and ideas which formed the basis of the theoretical framework behind alchemy. Dee had asked for descriptions of the so-called Great Works of alchemy, had put in questions on the importance of Colour Theory to the alchemical pursuit, and even an essay question on what esotericism meant in practice.

Harry ended up writing at least two feet for the essay question, and had only just finished when Madame Helix called time on the exam and started to collect all the parchments. Once over, it was back to the dungeons for yet another evening of intense last-minute revision before the next round of exams in the morning.

And so it went for the rest of the exam week. Harry sat through practical and theory examinations in the rest of his subjects – in Divination and Magizoology, in Herbology and Potions – until it was time for his last pair of exams in Defence Against the Dark Arts.

Harry had been hoping to have Tonks – or one of the others – but on the afternoon of his practical, it was Moody who called Harry into the exam room.

Moody and his wild, electric blue eye that could see through things and looked everywhere but at people’s faces.

“I ain’t too excited by marking dozens of theory exams,” said Moody once Harry had got himself settled in the exam room, “so I gave myself something fun to do before it. We’re going to go through all the spells—or a good bunch of them, at least—you did last year and this year. Some you’ll cast on me, some on this rat here.” He paused. “Some on my dummy.”

Moody gestured to a twitchy little rat on his desk, then at the dummy stood to the side of him. Harry did hope he hadn’t used the same rat for every student, since that seemed more than a little unfair on the rat. Hopefully Moody had vanished and then conjured a new one each time. At least some of the spells were to be used on Moody, which seemed fairer to Harry.

The old Auror could clearly take whatever a Hogwarts second year had to offer. The rat… well. It just seemed cruel.

“Right, we’ll start off easy—do me a Wand-lighting Charm.”

That is an easy one, thought Harry. It was the first spell they’d learned in first year, and although it was also part of the Defence curriculum, it seemed like an unusually easy choice for Moody. Harry lit the end of his wand without incident, then waited for Moody’s next request.

Moody took Harry through the simpler parts of the curriculum, never stopping to make a comment or give praise or anything, really, other than continuing on to the next spell. Quite what about the process was fun Harry couldn’t imagine, especially since Moody would have to sit through it fortyish times.

“Right,” Moody said after the next few spells. “Let’s try something else. Cast a Knockback Hex on me. Don’t hold back either—I want to really feel it! Do one like you would in your duels.”

“Er,” Harry said. He paused. Was that a trick question? Generally speaking it was frowned upon for students to cast spells on teachers. Flitwick had asked for a Cheering Charm, but that was a Cheering Charm; the Knockback Hex was technically Dark magic. Very mild Dark magic, so mild as to be considered acceptable by mostly everyone, but… and with Moody being an Auror.

Retired, but still.

“Go on. It’s part of the exam.”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said.

The Hex was easy enough. Would have been easy enough even if Harry hadn’t had lots of practise with it.

“Flipendo!” Harry said, pointing his wand right at Moody. The spell struck him right in the chest.

The grizzled old Auror staggered back. His wooden leg scraped against the classroom floor. He stopped just short of falling over.

“Ha!” he said. “How’s that for a Knockback? Good bit of force behind that, Potter. Makes me wonder what you’d do with a stronger spell. Right, moving on…”

Moody had Harry do a Twitchy-Ears Jinx on the rat, and then a whole host of other spells they’d covered over the first two years in Defence.

“We’re going to try out Mirror Charms next, Potter,” said Moody eventually. “So get ready.”

But that was the only warning Moody gave. He launched into a flurry of spells, and only Harry’s gruelling year of duelling training saved him from being caught by the onslaught. Almost by instinct Harry brought up Mirror Charm after Mirror Charm and bounced off every last one of Moody’s spells.

“Good, good,” murmured Moody. “Serve you well for hex deflection next year, that will. Let’s try a Disarming Charm—on the dummy. I ain’t letting you disarm me.”

Harry cast a Disarming Charm on the dummy. Its wand – or the stick Moody had as a stand-in for a wand – went clattering to the classroom floor. Bit of an easy ask given Harry had disarmed actual opponents before.

Moody didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, he gave Harry another task.

“Do a Full Body-Bind on the rat.”

Harry thought the rat had suffered enough but cast the spell on it anyway. It immediately seized up, stiffened, and stopped twitching.

“Now a Reductor Curse.”

Harry paused.

“On the rat?” he asked. “Because if that’s what you mean, no. I’m not blowing up a rat.” Firm, but polite. Nothing that would get him in trouble, but a clear boundary. Harry considered it, then added, “Sir.”

Moody laughed.

“Ha! No, on the dummy. Don’t get your robes all tangled.”

A bit miffed at Moody’s poor taste in jokes, Harry nevertheless prepared to cast a Reductor Curse on the dummy. He hadn’t practised with it very much, since it was on the list of banned spells for the novices in the duelling, but the theory behind it wasn’t too difficult and they had gone over in classes with Auror Tonks.

“Reducto!” said Harry, aiming his wand right at the dummy’s chest. As soon as the spell hit the dummy burst into hundreds of little fragments, and Harry instinctively brought up a hand to shield his face from flying debris.

“Ha! You’ve got a powerful Reductor on you, lad. Seems like you’ve got a real talent for Dark magic.”

Harry frowned and glanced over at Moody. Just what did the old Auror mean by that? It drove a little too close to the sorts of things Skeeter had been writing in her articles for Harry’s liking.

Even if it was true.

“I ain’t saying you’re a Dark wizard, lad,” Moody said after a few moments. “I’m good at the Dark spells too—helps make me such a good Dark wizard catcher. I can think like ‘em, see? Long as you ain’t knee deep in the Dark Arts, we won’t have any problems, will we?” Moody shrugged. “Let’s move on.”

He worked Harry through the rest of the spells, getting through what felt to Harry like the entire curriculum of first and second year spells, although Harry’s heart wasn’t really in it after Moody’s pronouncement. Of course, Harry didn’t fail to cast any of the spells – Moody was right in that Harry had a particular talent for Dark magic. It wasn’t very difficult for him at all to produce a string of successes on the dummy, the rat, or even Moody himself.

When he was finally dismissed from the exam room Harry felt as if he’d spent longer in there than any other student. With only a single exam left – the Defence theory in under an hour – he didn’t have time to dwell on it. Perhaps too soon Harry found himself sat in the stuffy exam room answering questions set by Moody and the apprentices covering the length and breadth of the Defence syllabus over the previous two years, with specific attention paid to Moody’s lessons on the War and Dark wizardry.

Hardly the standard curriculum, and certainly not what would be on the OWL, but it did make perfect sense given the lessons they’d had that year. But even that ordeal was limited in time, and eventually Harry and the other second years streamed out of the exam room, finally freed from exams until the next school year.

“So what’s everyone going to do with all this free time?” asked Millicent as Harry and his friends walked away from the exam. “I’m going to see if Mr Hagrid and Professor Grubbly-Plank need any help, see if I can get any info on what they’re doing for the Third Task. I reckon the skrewts have got something to do with it.”

Harry thought seeking out extra work was somewhat out of character for Millicent, although he supposed the promise of seeing dangerous monsters was reward enough. Harry, on the other hand, had rather narrower goals.

“I’m going to take one day to rest, then it’s back to flying and duelling practise,” he declared. “I need more training on a Nimbus—it’s just so much slower than the Firebolt, the whole way you have to fly is different—and then we still need to do duelling practise, don’t we, Trace?”

Tracey nodded.

“Definitely! But at least now we’ll have time to hang out and relax as well! Thank Merlin for the end of exams and nothing left to do!” she said.

“We’ve still got to choose our optionals,” said Theodore. “Snape posted that list of the meetings with him, remember?”

“When do we have to do that?” asked Blaise. “It’s not soon, is it? Because I don’t really fancy a meeting with Snape after that horrible week of exams…”

Theodore shrugged.

“All different times. Not for a few days, though. Go look at the list when we get back,” Theodore said.

For Harry, just the knowledge that he wouldn’t have to meet with Snape for a few more days was enough. That was a problem for the Harry of a few days away. This Harry, the one who had just sat his exams, intended to give himself a well-earned rest.

*

When it came time for Harry to send himself off to Snape’s office for a meeting about his final selections for optionals for the OWLs, Harry had already made his decisions. After chatting with his friends, he’d decided to take on Arithmancy and Alchemy, but nothing else. He wanted to fly next year, after all, whether in Quidditch or if the school kept up with hazard racing or something similar; and he of course wanted to continue participation in Duelling Club at the very least.

So Harry thought two classes, even if they were commonly agreed to be the most difficult of the optionals on offer, would give him time to do everything he wanted to do and still succeed in his classes. He’d submitted his options to Snape, like everyone else had, using the parchment form he’d handed out. The meeting was, Harry thought, just for confirmation.

But when Harry sat before Snape in his dingy dungeon office, it became clear that Snape had different ideas.

“I am pleased to see you have opted for a more academic route than some of your friends,” Snape said as he reviewed Harry’s choices. “That being said, it is my belief that you have not chosen the correct number of optional OWL subjects for the next academic year. Someone of your … talent … should attempt three.”

Snape appeared literally and physically pained at having to say something like that to Harry, but he had said it. Harry had been expecting something like that, as the uppers all said Snape was wont to force students into doing an extra subject, so he’d come prepared.

“I did want to do some flying—maybe Quidditch—and duelling next year as well, sir,” Harry said, and hoped it would change Snape’s mind. The dour professor remained silent, so Harry continued. “Well, if you think I should be doing three, sir, I’d thought about Magizoology or Divination…” Harry said, choosing the easier subjects. He’d have picked Muggle Studies, which was the premier doss subject on offer, but didn’t think Snape would let him get away with that. It was too obviously a dodge.

Snape’s lip curled into a frown at the mention of Divination.

“No,” he said. “Taking into consideration your other two choices, the subject with the best academic synergy for you is Ancient Runes. I do not care to know your desired career path,” Snape continued, “but any route which requires Arithmancy and Alchemy shall surely also require—or benefit immensely from —Ancient Runes. So I shall enrol you in Ancient Runes next year.”

Harry didn’t fancy doing Triple-As. Everyone said that was hard, the single most difficult combination of optionals other than attempting the full six, which had only ever been allowed a handful of times – most recently by Dumbledore – and required special sessions outside of the regular timetable. He considered the best way of objecting to it without angering Snape overly much.

“Well, sir, if you think that’s the best idea, but … I’m not the best at Ancient Runes really, and I really did want to try to get a lot of flying and duelling in as well, so I’m not sure that I could cope with the workload…”

Snape waved away Harry’s objection with his spare hand while he added Ancient Runes onto Harry’s list of selections with his other.

“Your … father … managed three in addition to his Quidditch and other responsibilities; your mother did four, including Triple-As.” Snape’s face twisted into various – and quite alarming – expressions as he forced himself through his comments. There was a story there, Harry realised, although probably not one he would ever hear from Snape. “While I doubt heavily that you could begin to approach your mother’s academic achievements, those of your father are surely within reach. As such, you will do Arithmancy, Alchemy, and Ancient Runes at least to OWL.”

Snape stared at Harry, as if daring him to object once more. Harry didn’t bother to, as he knew he’d lost the battle. Snape would put him down for Ancient Runes whether Harry agreed or not, so Harry let it go. If it came to it he could have a word with Professor Babbling and have her drop him from the class next year.

“Er—yes, sir. I’ll do Triple-As, then,” Harry said.

Snape nodded.

“You may go.”

So Harry did. With the last of his academic commitments done and dusted, all he had left to focus on was the Triwizard Tournament, and he launched himself into preparation for his remaining events with much enthusiasm.
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The Triwizard Tournament organisers had filled the last week of term, and the last week of the Tournament, with all the remaining events. Harry’s final flying competition, the standardised marathon race, was set for the final Friday of term. That would end the whole Aerobaticum.

But before that was the Pariturium. The final swathe of events – the third round, the semis, and then the finals themselves – on the Wednesday and the Thursday.

After all that was the Gauntlet’s Third Task on Saturday, followed by the Closing Ceremony on the Sunday. It was set to be a very busy week, especially for Harry, but he was looking forward to it. It was, after all, the culmination of a year’s hard work. Win or lose.

On the last proper Monday of the year Harry received two letters at breakfast. One delivered by his own eagle owl, Agrippa, and another by a handsome and rather flamboyant tropical bird. He knew immediately one of the letters was from Sirius, as nobody else sent Harry letters using strange birds. The identity of the correspondent who’d sent a letter with Agrippa was less clear. The handsome tropical bird didn’t stick around too long, dropping off its letter and flying right away. Agrippa did wait around for some treats and a bit of affection. Harry saw to him, then set about examining his letters.

Harry attended to Agrippa’s letter first, and realised it was a paper envelope which had been written on using a muggle pen.

Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon, then, Harry decided. They were the only muggles who would think of sending him a letter at school. He opened it curiously, and read through the letter written in his aunt’s neat writing. The phrasing was a bit formal, but that was usual for Petunia when she thought there was any chance of being seen by anyone outside the family, so Harry didn’t mind overly much.


  Dear Harry,



  We are writing to let you know that we have been invited to Hogwarts by your school in order to watch your participation in the finals of the duelling tournament this year. We have of course accepted the invitation and will be arriving by train on Tuesday evening. We will be staying in Hogsmeade village for the remainder of your tournament and have been told we can visit with you on Wednesday morning.



  With love, 



  Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon


Harry leaned back on the low bench at the Slytherin table, stunned that Petunia and Vernon would be making their way to Hogwarts. He was so stunned he nearly fell off the bench, having forgotten it had no back, but caught hold of himself just in time.

“What’s wrong?” asked Blaise when he noticed Harry. “You look like you’ve seen a nundu.”

“My aunt and uncle are coming to Hogwarts to watch me in the duelling,” Harry said eventually. “I just… er… it’s a bit of a shock, to be honest.”

Blaise rolled his eyes.

“Merlin, you’d think you were getting letters from bloody Sirius Black after that kind of reaction!” he said. “But it’s just your aunt and uncle.”

“Er, no, definitely no letters from, ah, Black,” Harry said, fingering the rolled up parchment containing Sirius’s letter. “It’s just that they’re muggles. I never expected to see them at Hogwarts, you know, didn’t know if it was even allowed…”

Blaise shrugged.

“It happens sometimes. Muggleborns do have parents, after all.” He turned back to his breakfast. “God, next time you nearly die of shock from something boring let me know before I waste time on it. Honestly, a letter from your bloody aunt…”

Harry ignored him and opened Sirius’s letter.


  Harry!



  Well done on getting so far in the competition! I’m back in England—well, Scotland now actually—and Dumbledore let me know he’d be happy for me to come and watch your matches. We’ve got the perfect cover—you’ll see. I’ve got myself a wand and all the jobs Dumbledore needed doing are done, so I’m back for good. Which is great.



  Anyway, how’d you like my bird? His name is Rodrigo and he’s beautiful, isn’t he? I know he’s flashy but I couldn’t resist keeping him when I came home.



  See you soon,



  Padfoot


Harry hadn’t been expecting either of those pieces of news. His aunt and uncle at Hogwarts, and Sirius Black back in the country and risking an appearance at the Triwizard Tournament. And on top of that, all three of them there to watch him perform. It added a little bit of pressure to win, Harry supposed, but there wasn’t all that much left to add considering the events would all be very well-attended by members of the public and press from a dozen or more different countries.

At least he had until Wednesday morning to figure out what he would say and do with his aunt and uncle. Harry couldn’t imagine Vernon being too excited by tales of the Forbidden Forest with its man-eating giant spiders, hostile centaurs, and herds of unicorns; nor the deep lake with its giant squid and merpeople, or the windows in the dungeons which looked out into the murk. There was ‘health and safety gone mad’, and then there was all that, which even Vernon would have a problem with.

Harry thought perhaps he could offer something about the battles fought at the castle, maybe even show Vernon the gallery of paintings off the History department, as his uncle did enjoy historical battles… Moving paintings would be a novelty, as well.

Petunia would be a bit easier as she enjoyed books, so would probably like a visit to the library. She was always pushing books on him and Dudley, even though Dudley never read any of them and Harry was quite selective in which ones he spent time on. Most of the more overtly magical things would be too stressful for his aunt, Harry thought, so he would have to avoid them… She liked plants, but perhaps a tour through the greenhouses would be a bit too much. He’d have to play it by ear.

“Harry!” said Tracey from a little way down the table, where she sat with Daphne and Millicent. “I just got a letter from Mam and Dad—they’ve got tickets to our match on Wednesday! So we definitely have to win now!” She paused. “Oh, what’s the matter? You look a bit… distracted…”

Harry shrugged.

“Nah. Just, um… My aunt and uncle will be coming to Hogwarts to watch my last few events,” he said. “Just got a letter from them about it, so I was thinking what to show them… since, er, they’ve never been here and to be honest probably never will again.”

And reading between the lines, Harry assumed his aunt would have had years and years of wondering about what Hogwarts was like after first her sister going, and then the nephew that she’d raised… It was a lot.

“Ooh, that’s a good point! Well, I’m sure we can come up with something interesting! Although we do have to keep practising for our bout so we’ll have to fit it in between that and everything else,” said Tracey.

“We’re still on for practise after breakfast, then?” Harry asked.

“Definitely!” said Tracey. “Well, after I send a letter back home, I mean. Then we’ll go right away!”

Harry spent the rest of his breakfast thinking about what he would show his aunt and uncle. When they’d finished, Tracey went to send her letter home while Harry took his time back in his dormitory to get ready for their paired duelling practise. With the semi-finals looming on Wednesday there weren’t many days left to prepare, and Harry didn’t want to lose any time at all, even with the added stress of his aunt and uncle coming to the castle.

While Harry had a bit of time he had a quick look around for Draco. But Draco was nowhere to be seen, not in the dormitory nor the Common Room, and he hadn’t been at breakfast either, so Harry assumed he was in the secret room on the seventh floor.

It was a great hideout. Impossible to access – to find, even – unless one knew the trick. Harry felt like he could do with a room like that. He wasn’t sure what for, exactly, but it seemed useful. Certainly something nice to have in his back pocket. Or his robe pocket, he supposed, since he didn’t usually wear trousers anymore. With Sirius coming to Hogwarts, Harry thought perhaps he could ask the fugitive wizard to take a crack at opening the room himself.

It was an option, anyway. Maybe Sirius would have better luck.

Harry spent the next two days alternating between practises with Tracey for the doubles and the singles in duelling, last-minute drills with Hooch on the Nimbus, and whenever he got time, sneaking off to the seventh floor for another go at Draco’s secret room. He’d given himself quite a heavy schedule, but without lessons to complicate things, found he had just enough time to do everything and get some sleep, too.

Almost too soon it was Wednesday morning, and Harry went out right after breakfast to meet his aunt and uncle – and Sirius, presumably in whatever disguised he’d arranged with Dumbledore – as they arrived from Hogsmeade village. Harry and Tracey were the only pair of second years from Hogwarts still in the competition, but the other three pairs from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang as well as everyone else in the other years’ doubles categories also had parents and family arriving, so a long procession of thestral-drawn carriages wound their way up along the path to Hogwarts castle not too long after the end of breakfast.

When the carriages pulled up in front of the castle, coming to a gentle stop after passing the gardens, Harry recognised Gwen and Colin immediately as they stepped down from their carriage. He gave them a brief wave while Tracey dashed towards them, and stood back to look for his aunt and uncle, and whatever Sirius had come as. A dog, Harry assumed.

Petunia and Vernon climbed down from a carriage near the back of the procession, and Harry walked across to meet them. He managed to avoid bumping into the other competitors and their families as he did so, but only just, as most of them were milling about to the sides of the carriages.

Just as he reached Petunia and Vernon, Dudley climbed out of the carriage – rather laboriously – to stand with them, although both Petunia and Vernon stood a little bit away from him.

Unusual, thought Harry.

When Harry reached the three Dursleys Vernon stuck out his hand by way of greeting. He was never one for hugs, not even with Dudley, really. Harry shook his hand and then received a short hug from his aunt, as neither Dursley was overly fond of physical affection.

“Alright, Dudley?” Harry said. “I wasn’t expecting you to come.”

“Hello, cousin!” said Dudley, beaming. “Good to be here! Feels like I haven’t seen you in ages!” He winked. Harry knew there and then it was Sirius who stood in place of Dudley, no doubt using the Polyjuice Potion to appear as his cousin. He spoke with Dudley’s voice, but Dudley didn’t behave like that, or say those things, and certainly not in that way.

“Er—good to see you too, ‘cousin’,” Harry said. “Did you have a good time in, er—at school, I mean?”

“A very good time!” Sirius-as-Dudley said. “But it’s nice to be back at home.”

Harry would take Sirius aside later to go over his thoughts and concerns with him, although quite how Harry would get over seeing Dudley’s face while hearing Sirius’s words, he wasn’t sure. Instead, Harry turned towards Vernon and Petunia.

“Did you get in okay? Were the carriages alright?” he asked. “And how about the hotel—well, the inn? I’ve never stayed there obviously but I have been in and it’s quite nice, isn’t it? Erm, a different ambience to the sorts of places we get in Surrey, but…”

“It feels quite … historic … in style,” Petunia said. “A lovely atmosphere, once you acclimate. And really very clean—I hadn’t expected it to be quite so… quite so… spotless!”

That was rare praise coming from Petunia, Harry knew. He assumed she’d probably thought wizards lived in filth without access to any of the cleaning products and techniques that Petunia was familiar with and so utterly unconcerned with mess that they hadn’t developed any spells for it either. Harry wouldn’t have put it past her to bring some wipes or antibacterial spray along with her, but it wouldn’t have been necessary. The Three Broomsticks had no elves as far as he was aware, but Madam Rosmerta was evidently a witch with a lot of skill with household charms and the desire to keep things clean.

“Self-driving cars!” exclaimed Vernon when Harry turned towards him. He seemed in two minds about the idea, which Harry thought on brand for Vernon, who rarely trusted anything new without good reason. “And not a computer in sight! It’s like I’m in bloody Japan! Not sure I like them, but they got us here without crashing, so I suppose your lot has them working right…”

“Er…” said Harry. Could his uncle cope with the revelation that the carriages were drawn by invisible flying horses? He chanced it. “Actually, Uncle Vernon, the carriages are pulled by invisible horses. They’re called thestrals, and they can fly, but they don’t do it with the carriages so you don’t need to worry about that. They’re really well trained. They live in the forest—it’s a nature reserve. There’s all sorts in there…”

Vernon considered that piece of news, then nodded, mostly to himself. He seemed pleased with it more than anything, so Harry left him to chew it over. Probably felt happy that there was something driving the carriage, even if it was an invisible flying horse.

“Shall we go inside? I can show you the castle, although I won’t be able to take you to my Common Room because, er, it’s for Slytherins only…” Harry said. He left out that he wasn’t entirely sure Salazar Slytherin hadn’t included enchantments and other protections to specifically ward against muggles getting anywhere near his sanctum. Seemed like it might ruin the mood.

His aunt and uncle nodded along and followed after him, while Dudley – Sirius – drew up alongside him and leaned in.

“I’ve been inside before, you know,” he said in a low tone. “Me, your dad, Moony and…” he trailed off. “There’s a trick, but you can find all the Common Rooms if you know it. I’ll tell you later,” Sirius said with a big grin. The expression was strange over Dudley’s face, but Harry assumed he’d get used to it at some point over the next few days.

As Harry walked his aunt and uncle through Hogwarts, he gave out little bits of trivia that he remembered.

“One of my mates’ ancestors designed and built this part of the castle,” Harry said once they’d gone through to the Entrance Hall. “Er, not the really old bits, just the newer bits. And some of the windows, I think. Over there is where they keep some of the trophies and stuff like that,” Harry said, gesturing to the trophy cabinet at one side of the Entrance Hall. “There’s actually a whole trophy room, but I don’t think there’s any point us going there really.”

Harry moved towards the cabinet.

“None of mine are in there yet,” Harry continued, “but I think they’ll add them in after the Closing Ceremony. They’ll want them on view for visitors, I expect.” He paused when he realised he’d never told his aunt or uncle he’d won any events. “Er, I forgot to say, but I won the free speed race—against a professional flyer, actually—and I came second in the free hazard, which is like an obstacle course but on a broom. And obviously I’m hoping to win the duelling as well…”

“I’ve read a bit about it in the papers,” Vernon said, and for a moment Harry was perplexed – none of his events would have appeared in the muggle papers. Then he remembered his Daily Prophet subscription, the one that he’d paid for but which went to Number Four, that he’d never bothered to change once at school. He hadn’t expected his uncle to keep reading them, and if he had that meant he’d probably seen Skeeter’s columns… But his aunt and uncle had moved on by then.

Vernon and Petunia moved towards the cabinet to inspect the trophies, and after a few moments Petunia gasped and stepped back.

“What’s wrong?” Harry asked, suddenly worried there had been a lingering anti-muggle spell placed on the trophy cabinet for whatever reason that his aunt had accidentally triggered.

“It’s silly, really,” Petunia said eventually, looking at a small medal and the sparkling wizard photograph of a young girl which sat next to it. His mother, Harry realised after looking at it himself. “But I saw your mother in that photograph and it reminded me of… well.” Petunia peered at the medal and read the inscription. “’Winner of the 400th Society of Potioneers’ Brewing Competition’,” she read aloud quietly. “She always was clever,” Petunia said, almost too quietly for Harry to hear.

Vernon was looking at the large shield on which the names of previous Head Boys and Girls had been placed, and which had been given pride of place in the Entrance Hall trophy cabinet. He pointed at one pair of names from a few decades prior.

“Look there, Pet. That’s your sister’s name, and—the boy’s father,” Vernon said.

Harry leaned in for a closer look. Vernon was right. In delicate lettering were the names Lily Evans and James Potter, along with the year of their appointment. Strange to see their names like that – not in an historical context, nothing to do with the War or reminiscence of old friends – just two students. Head Boy and Head Girl.

“No one’s ever said my parents were Head Boy and Girl,” he said. “And I never knew my mum won that competition, either…” There was so much Harry didn’t know. So many things that went unsaid. Questions he didn’t even know to ask…

“I remember when Lily was made Head Girl, of course,” Petunia said. “She was living with us at the time, Vernon—do you remember?”

“I couldn’t forget,” Vernon said. “It was just the three of us—and the owl and the bloody cat—in that poky little flat.” He paused. “That was the summer my life changed forever, you know.”

“I didn’t know my mum had lived with the two of you,” Harry said. It was a strange thought. The very idea of his mother living with Vernon in a little flat…

“It wasn’t long after your grandparents had died,” Petunia said. “We needed somewhere to live, and Vernon was kind enough…”

Vernon mumbled something and shrugged. There was a little silence after that, at least until Sirius – who had stood to one side pretending to contemplate a statue while Harry spoke with his aunt and uncle – coughed.

Time constraints. Right. Harry needed to move them along.

“We can go through to the Great Hall as well so you can have a look at the banners and everything…” Harry suggested, keen to get moving again. He wanted his little tour of Hogwarts to be a happy, pleasant experience, and not mired in sadness or grief and other emotions no one wanted to think about.

Harry took his aunt, uncle, and Sirius through to the Great Hall. He pointed at each of the tables.

“So, these are where we eat meals. I sit at this one on the end over here, the one under the snake banners with all the green and silver, since those are the Slytherin colours and emblem. My mum and dad, they used to sit over there, at the table with the lions, because they were in Gryffindor…” Harry trailed off when he realised both his aunt and uncle were instead staring at the ceiling, which displayed the weather – accurate to the movements of clouds and even birds as they flew through the sky – instead of a typical ceiling.

“Oh, er, yeah—the Great Hall ceiling is enchanted to show what’s in the sky outside. Sorry, forgot to say,” Harry said. “You get used to it after a while.”

“I hadn’t realised it would all be so—so grand,” said Petunia after a few moments. “Lily—your mother—said, but… it’s different seeing it.”  She gazed up at the ceiling, and around at the decorations – which were admittedly rather more impressive than usual because of the Triwizard Tournament and the presence of the other schools – moving between all of the things to see as if caught in a loop.

Harry nodded slowly. He should have realised Petunia would have grown up hearing stories about Hogwarts, always knowing that she would never be able to see it for herself. Harry didn’t need to imagine how it was seeing the castle and all its magic for the first time, since he’d experienced it, but he supposed it would be very different for Petunia.

He would have to try to remember that as he showed his aunt and uncle around.

“So, shall we go see other parts of the castle?” Harry asked. “Uncle Vernon, I thought we could go upstairs to the History department—there’s a gallery there and there’s a portrait I think you’d like to meet. Then after that, I thought we could go have a look in the library, Aunt Petunia?”

There were other places, like the Central Hall and the Transfiguration Courtyard, even the Summoner’s Court out on the grounds, but Harry didn’t have all day to show his aunt and uncle around. He’d have to prioritise. Perhaps if there was time.

They agreed, although Harry supposed there wasn’t much else they could do, so Harry took them out of the Great Hall and up the main staircases.

“The stairs move sometimes,” Harry explained as they made their way to the History department, “not, er, physically—well, one set does—but where they end up is different on some days. But you get used to it. I don’t really get lost anymore.”

But neither Vernon nor Petunia was listening. Instead, they were gazing up and around at the many and varied portraits on display all over the walls of the grand stairwell. Harry shrugged and left them to it – he’d been more interested in all the sights than in the bits of trivia his first time around the castle, too.

“Why does everything have to move?” Harry heard Vernon complain to Petunia in what he’d obviously thought was an undertone. “Pictures, paintings, furniture, and even the bloody stairs…”

Harry supposed he probably shouldn’t mention the doors that went to different rooms at different times of the month, then, or the room that sometimes turned upside down when no one was looking.

When all four of them emerged onto the corridor of the History department Harry directed them to the non-descript bit of wall that hid the gallery.

“I don’t know why they shut this bit off,” Harry said as he slid the wall panel away, “but they did. I guess because no one uses it anymore… but it’s got some really interesting paintings and portraits and stuff like that. I thought you’d enjoy seeing it, Uncle Vernon, because it’s all historical. There’s a load of stuff in there about the Norman Conquest! And I know you like that, so… Er, well, just have a look around,” Harry said as they entered the long, disused gallery full of historical artworks.

Vernon seemed to perk up at that, so Harry assumed he was interested. Harry directed him to the series of paintings depicting the Conquest, particularly towards the portrait of the wizard general who was closest to William the Conqueror. The portrait spoke only broken English, having picked it up over the years in the way that portraits could, but thought Vernon would enjoy speaking with it anyway.

“You never said you went about exploring the castle this much,” said Sirius while Vernon and Petunia looked around the gallery. “Your dad would’ve been proud.”

“I—er, thanks,” mumbled Harry. “It’s not—I don’t really go exploring like that. I did for a bit in first year, mind, once I got the, er, Cloak. I found this weird place where Dumbledore was… well, it doesn’t matter. But this year I’ve been busy, and with that room on the—” Harry suddenly remembered what he’d wanted to ask Sirius. “Actually, I did want to ask if you could take a look at the room on the seventh floor. I know you can’t do a lot since you’re disguised and all that, but if we go for a walk up there later could you just, I don’t know, see what you think? It’d really help.”

Sirius-as-Dudley nodded.

“I’ll have a go. But you really should go to Dumbledore with what you think, Harry,” he said. “I won’t tell him if you don’t want me to, but he probably knows a thing or two about the castle’s secrets. Have a think on it.”

“I will,” said Harry. “But—not just yet. I still want to…” Harry found it difficult to articulate why, precisely, he didn’t want to bring Dumbledore in on the problem just yet. He was sure that Draco was up to something, and that it had something to do with Voldemort, and it wasn’t that he didn’t trust Dumbledore, but… Harry didn’t want to go to him without something substantial, something concrete. “I want to figure out what he’s doing first, that’s all,” Harry said. “And if I’ve not managed it by the Closing Ceremony, I’ll let him know something’s up.” Harry paused. “If I haven’t figured it out after the Pariturium finishes, I’ll tell him. That’s alright, isn’t it?”

Sirius shrugged.

“It’s up to you.” He changed the topic. “I can show you the door to the Gryffindor Common Room, if you want. Well, maybe just the general area—don’t want to go giving away all our secrets to slippery Slytherins, eh?” He winked.

Harry let his aunt and uncle view the gallery, and its adjoining chamber where there was a complete dragon skeleton, for just a little while longer, as he was all too aware that they didn’t have that much time until the duelling tournament started. When he thought they were about done with it, he ushered them away and up to the seventh floor so that Sirius could have a look at the secret room – after showing Harry and his aunt and uncle the approximate location of the Gryffindor Common Room.

As it happened, the Gryffindor Common Room – the Gryffindor Tower, Sirius had called it – was very close to the secret seventh floor room, so it wasn’t a stretch for ‘Dudley’ to be by the tapestry of the dancing trolls and for his parents to be wandering around the halls nearby.

“A tip,” Sirius said before he ducked away. “You can find any of the House Common Rooms as long as you aren’t explicitly looking for them. You have to sort of think around it, but once you know how to get there, you won’t forget.”

Dudley-Sirius wandered away in the direction of the secret room, leaving Harry with his aunt and uncle.

“So, er, yeah,” Harry said, gesturing to the hallway Sirius had said led near the Gryffindor Common Room. “My mum and dad would have lived near here when they were at school. I don’t know where exactly because it’s a secret and if you go looking for it you get lost, but everyone knows it’s up here somewhere.”

Now that Sirius had said the Common Room was located within a tower, Harry knew exactly where it had to be, although not quite how to get there. Still, with the tip Sirius had given him Harry knew it was possible. Maybe he’d give it a go at some point. After the Tournament, probably even next year if at all. But it was possible…

“Lots of secrets in this bloody school,” Vernon said. “Meant to be part of the fun, I expect—we had a few of those at Smeltings, you know. Although we were allowed to know where the other houses had their common rooms…”

“Well, when they built Hogwarts—and cast some of the spells on it—it was a different time,” Harry explained, “so the four Founders were a bit, er, cautious when it came to stuff like that. And because there’s so much magic around the castle sort of … changes on its own. Sometimes. You know, new passageways open up, or rooms get lost, or I read that once one of the classroom doors started opening up into the bottom of the North Sea and nobody knows why.” Harry paused. “It stopped doing that, though.”

“Bloody mad, the lot of you,” muttered Vernon.

“I have classes up here as well,” Harry said. “One class, anyway—Divination, which is telling the future and all that.”

“Really?” asked Petunia. “You can do that? Your mother never…”

Harry shrugged.

“It’s not that accurate, to be honest,” Harry said, “and for the really big stuff, it’s a special talent you have to be born with.” He left out what he knew about prophecies, because that wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with his aunt at all. “But we’ve been learning to read the tarot and other stuff like that—tea leaves—so if you wanted over the summer, I could read your cards for you.”

Harry made the offer not expecting his aunt to really want to take him up on it, since she never seemed the sort for that kind of thing. Still, it would be interesting to show her a different kind of magic from that which she would see him do in the duelling. And since it could be done without a wand, Harry could do it at home during the summer without triggering the Trace.

Vernon, seemingly bored at the mention of tarot cards and tea leaves, wandered off to look at a painting and took Petunia with him. While they were gone, Sirius returned, shaking his head.

“No luck at all,” Sirius said quietly. “Couldn’t even tell there was anything there. That’s a well-hidden room, definitely. You know, your dad would have been thrilled with that as a challenge. I’m telling you—we mapped literally every other room in the castle, or at least that’s what we thought, but none of us knew this one existed. If you hadn’t sworn it did, I’d say you were lying just to make me feel bad!”

“Thanks for trying anyway,” Harry said. He collected his aunt and uncle and then made a quick trip to the library – via Central Hall and one of the exterior walkways – so Petunia could have a look at the books. They spent a little time there, wandering through the stacks, ascending to the upper level to look out of the windows for a while. Harry let his aunt take in the ambience before leaving the pair of Dursleys and Sirius in the Entrance Hall so he could go and prepare for the duelling tournament with mixed emotions.

That his aunt and uncle had come to support him… that meant a lot to Harry. It was a sight – many sights over the course of the morning – that he’d never thought he’d see. It was… nice. More than nice. It was a little bit of normalcy.

But.

Harry wished it could have been his parents, his mother and father, there to watch him. But that was an old wish. The oldest wish, and something he could never have. It hurt. Still, in the combination of his aunt, uncle, and Sirius, he had the next best thing. Or at the very least, the thing that he had.
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When Harry left behind his aunt, uncle, and Sirius he went straight away to get ready for his duel. He’d gone right up to the edge and didn’t have too long to get ready for his doubles bout, but after nipping back to the dungeons to get changed into his sport robe, he met with Tracey and the other duellists in the Entrance Hall. Then it was matter of waiting for Flitwick to come and escort them to the duelling arena.

Harry and Tracey were the only pair from Hogwarts in their category to go through, but there were at least a pair in each of the other categories representing Hogwarts – including Cedric Diggory and his mate, Jasper Flickey, in the fourth year Junior category. Diggory had a rather rough week ahead of him, in Harry’s estimation, what with his doubles bout, the speed races, and the Third Task.

But for now, Diggory waited in the Entrance Hall along with everyone else. Harry wondered if he was nervous about the bout or if, after having faced down dragons and merpeople, it was nothing special.

Flitwick came hurrying down the grand staircase from his office to usher the waiting duellists along to the arena.

“My deepest apologies for being late!” he said when he reached them. “Had a spot of very last-minute parchmentwork to complete and it absolutely had to be done before we could start!”

Flitwick led the duellists out of the castle and down the path to the arena. Once they were all settled inside the arena waiting area, Flitwick stood in front of them to deliver a few words of advice.

“Today’s duel will be somewhat different from the others you’ve fought thus far,” Flitwick said. “There is only one arena today, and it is rather larger than the ones you have been used to thus far. It is in fact a standard duelling arena, the same size used in adult duels. Be aware of the additional space! It can be quite daunting.”

Flitwick paused for a few moments to let that sink in, but then continued.

“I am proud of you all! Your friends and families, too, are all proud of you. Hogwarts School is proud of you. Indeed, I should think that all in Britain and Ireland are proud of you for achieving so much, for reaching so far in the competition! And you should all be proud of yourselves no matter the outcome of your bouts today, for it is no easy thing, duelling. Believe me when I say you will have the full support of the school no matter the outcome of your duels today.”

Flitwick’s words were nice, Harry thought, but he’d still prefer to win. To get so far only to fail at the final hurdle… well, it was better not to think on it. There was too much at stake.

“That being said, I do believe that each of our pairs here today is capable of winning the competition. You have all done spectacularly well! As a last little bit of logistical planning, I would like to draw your attention to the fixtures board for the schedule of duels this morning. The third round shall take us up to lunch and, if you are successful in your duels, you will participate in the finals afterward. Are there any last questions before we begin?”

When nobody asked anything Flitwick clapped his hands together.

“One last thing, then—win or lose, stick around after your bout because the press will want to have a word afterwards. And of course, good luck all of you!”

The little wizard hurried away along the tunnel to see to the last of the arrangements needing to be made, leaving the doubles duellists to disperse around the room.

“Was it nice seeing your family here?” Tracey asked. “I bet they were excited to see everything! You never said your cousin was coming too. I thought he was at school?”

“Er, do you know what, it was really nice… and it was really weird,” Harry said. “I never thought I’d see them at Hogwarts—they’re muggles, and my aunt wasn’t too happy about me coming here in the first place, right? You know, because of the War… But I think they enjoyed having a look around. Not that they’d say.” Harry shrugged. It was how it was. That was his aunt’s way, and Vernon generally went along with what she did. Harry leaned in a little closer to Tracey, then lowered his voice. “It was actually Padfoot, not Dudley. Polyjuice.”

“No! Really?” said Tracey, eyes wide. “That’s so clever! It must have been nice speaking with him again. Is he back for good?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Apparently. Dumbledore had him doing jobs—he didn’t say what, mind. But he’s meant to be back for good.”

Harry hoped so, anyway. Sirius knew all sorts of things about his parents and was willing to share his stories with Harry. Eager, even. Petunia was becoming a little more giving with things like that, but not nearly to the extent that Sirius would share, and Harry didn’t know anyone else who knew his parents personally except for some of his teachers.

And it’s not like he wanted to sit down over a cup of tea or a butterbeer with any of them, even if they were willing.

“Well, I had a really nice time with Mam and Dad and Illtud!” Tracey said. “It was nice being able to show Illtud around—since he won’t be coming to Hogwarts next year. At least he gets to have a look even though he’s going to Welsh School. I was a bit disappointed they left Ffrancis at home with Nan but he is only little still and he wouldn’t have wanted to sit down for that long anyway. So I suppose it’s alright. It was a nice little boost before our match today! Have you looked at the matchups? We’ve got two boys from Beauxbatons. They’ve been really good so far, I have my notes…”

Tracey fished a roll of parchment from his robes and unfurled it on their little table. Harry leaned over and scanned it quickly.

“They favour jinxes,” Tracey said while Harry was reading. “I did a little arithmantic analysis thingy on their other matches—you know, what Vector said about a couple of weeks ago—and I think I found their pattern. See, they’ll only use hexes if…”

Harry followed along as best he could. He was better at arithmancy than Tracey was, but he hadn’t been prepared to do any before their doubles bout, so he needed to catch up to where she’d gone. They spent the rest of their morning alternating between watching their fellow Hogwarts duellists duel and coming up with a strategy for their own doubles bout, until eventually it was almost time for them to take to the stage.

Harry and Tracey made their way along the tunnel to the staging area, and found that this time, there was only a single door right at the end, and no enchanted mirror system. Instead, Flitwick stood just in front of the door to welcome them in.

“We did a little rearranging for the finals,” he said once they’d arrived, “so there’s just the one lift now! And we’ll all three be going up this time—because there’s only one match at a time, I get to watch from the sides!” He spoke quickly and with a great big smile.

Flitwick actually sounded excited. More so than Harry, anyway, whose stomach felt empty despite his decent breakfast. He even felt a bit twitchy. Not the end of the world, since it might help with his reactions, but… still. Flitwick ushered Harry and Tracey into the room with the floating stage, and then stood between them.

“Aside from the larger arena everything should be exactly the same as your previous bouts,” Flitwick said while they waited for the lift to move. “Do your best and know that everyone watching is proud, no matter what!”

Easy for you to say, Harry thought, although he knew that was unfair. Flitwick had his reputation as duellist and an educator on the line, too. But Harry still felt that actually losing the bout was worse, and the Beauxbatons boys were at least as good as Harry and Tracey were to have gotten so far along in the tournament. To have been selected to come to Hogwarts and participate in the first place.

Harry cleared his throat and then took series of slow, deep breaths to calm himself. It was only a duel. He’d done it dozens of times before against all of the Novices in Duelling Club. What difference did a few hundred spectators, including his closest remaining family and Sirius, make?

The floor began its slow, steady ascent to the arena proper. As Harry’s head breached the gap between floors the tremulous undercurrent, that buzz of a ready and waiting crowd, washed over him. The atmosphere in the arena was almost palpable, the sound of the crowd a vibrato across the wooden floor, a feeling in the air.

And many times more people than had been there at Harry’s other duels. A veritable horde of spectators.

Flitwick didn’t leave once the lift had stopped moving. He stayed right where he was, and Harry saw his opposite from Beauxbatons – the flamboyant wizard whose hat was ordinarily topped with a peacock, although he’d foregone that for duelling – stood behind his and Tracey’s opponents.

They had Bagman commentating the final day of the duelling, which Harry felt was a shame since he’d thought the others had done a much better job – and were no doubt more knowledgeable about duelling specifically. Bagman was alright at the flying events, having been a professional flyer himself, but Harry didn’t think he knew the first thing about duelling.

But he was a big name, and that apparently mattered to the organisers.

“Now then, ladies and gentlewizards, is this the end of the line for our pairs of duellists? That’s what we’re here to see, isn’t it!” shouted Bagman. The crowd quietened from a roar to a hush as he spoke. “Our next bout is a Novice level bout in the second year bracket between Harry Potter—Potter, who we’ve seen already do some magnificent flying, if you’ve been paying attention—and Tracey Davis of Hogwarts School, and Jacques Macron and Guillaume de Montparnasse of Beauxbatons Academy. All of the Hogwarts duellists this year have been tutored and trained by Filius Flitwick, Master of Charms at Hogwarts and a European duelling champion in his own right! His counterpart from Beauxbatons is Etienne Moreau, a potions professor who has trained the Beauxbatons students throughout this competition. Let’s have a round of applause for Flitwick and Moreau, shall we?”

Bagman waited for the crowd to clap Flitwick and Moreau, and then both men moved away from the stage. Harry imagined the crowd were bored of hearing about Flitwick, Moreau, and whoever it was that Durmstrang had with them if Bagman did the introductory bit each time. While Harry waited for Bagman to start again he looked over his two opponents. Macron was the taller of the two boys although not by much, pale-skinned and also a bit pudgy. Not fat, exactly, but softer around the edges than most. De Montparnasse was dark in complexion, and had his hair shaved right back to the skin.

Neither boy looked especially nervous.

“This semi-final match will determine who moves on to the finals and, with the right amount of luck and skill, could take the grand prize! So what are we waiting for, then?” continued Bagman.

Bagman paused.

“For me to get on and count them in, that’s what! So, let’s get right into it, shall we?”

Harry braced himself for the start of the duel. He waited for Bagman to count them in, then bowed, before dropping into a duelling stance and waiting for the boys from Beauxbatons to make the first move. Tracey’s idea had been to let them get off a few jinxes to gauge what they were up against – under the assumption that Tracey and Harry if need be could simply deflect them – which Harry had agreed with.

So they waited.

And waited.

And then waited some more.

After a few moments Harry realised that both pairs had had the exact same idea, which was something he and Tracey had prepared for. Harry glanced over at Tracey to check she was ready, then at her subtle nod, cast his first spell immediately.

“Flipendo!” said Harry. A jet of light shot from his wand. The Knockback Hex shot at Macron just as Tracey sent one at de Montparnasse. Harry didn’t wait around. Another Knockback at Macron. Then Harry moved his wand swiftly in the motions of the Twitchy-Ears Hex. He didn’t need to check on Tracey to know she was performing her own chain of spells, all designed to force their opponents away from one another.


  Break them up, make some distance. Smash their defences.


Everything according to plan.

Macron staggered sharply to the left.

Two for two with the Knockbacks, thought Harry. Macron recovered just in time. Dodged the Twitchy-Ears Hex. De Montparnasse stood a couple of steps to the right. Not far away from his starting point at all.

Her Knockbacks always are a bit weaker than mine, Harry thought. Still, their tactic had worked well enough that de Montparnasse and Macron would be unable to defend one another for the moment. Harry and Tracey just needed to press their advantage.

Tracey moved in closer to protect Harry with Mirror Charms, made all the simpler by her relative tininess in comparison to Harry. Tracey could stick close without getting in Harry’s way. Harry readied himself to prepare a Pimple Jinx combo, but stopped short when Macron and de Montparnasse unleashed a barrage of spells of their own from where they stood apart.

Harry caught a Pimple Jinx from Macron with his Mirror Charm. Before he could respond in kind, Harry jumped out of the way of a Knockback Hex from de Montparnasse. Harry twisted out of the way of a Sea Urchin Jinx just moments later.

Then a Stinging Jinx hit him in the leg.

“Shit!” Harry said. He hissed. No time at all to think. Macron sent over a pair of Knockback Hexes. Harry dodged the first with a rather ungainly jump – no points for style, but it got him out of the way.

The second hit him in the leg, sending him tumbling to the ground. Harry hit the floor with a thud, a crumple of arms and legs. Managed to keep hold of his wand.

Harry grunted and then got back to his feet.

“Some proper fancy footwork from Davis there has got her out of a pickle,” Harry heard Bagman say, “but it’s sent her quite far from Potter.”

Harry checked and saw Bagman was right – Tracey was now quite far from Harry. The extra space in the arena was both a blessing and a curse, as Tracey was rather a lot closer to de Montparnasse than he’d have liked. Still, Tracey was excellent on defence, so could probably hold out for a while. Harry, on the other hand, still needed to manage Macron…

Harry glanced around the arena as quick as he dared, cautious not to divert his attention away from Macron for too long. He and Tracey had been separated quite well, although the same was true for Macron and de Montparnasse, as Harry and Tracey now faced off against their opponents in different halves of the circular arena.

But I think that hurts us more than them, Harry thought. Harry and Tracey’s strategy throughout the competition had relied on Harry’s talent for offensive magic paired with Tracey’s nimble defence. As a pair, they were strong. Separately, though… well, both had clear and easily exploitable weaknesses.

The buzz of the crowd filled the arena, and Harry wished he knew some sort of quieting charm to drown it out. Hundreds of voices trying to speak quietly still made rather a lot more noise than Harry would have liked, and it was distracting. Harry cast a Tap-Dancing Jinx in Macron’s general direction as he tried to gauge the distance between him and Tracey. He could make a run for it, which would drop points for style and leave him open to attack, but it would allow them to reform their defensive posture. Or they could—

Harry ducked to avoid the angry purple light of a spell he didn’t recognise and sent back an Insect Jinx. The Jinx went wide, but Macron jumped out of the way regardless, which Harry considered a small win. Harry took a step towards Tracey. Edged closer but not too quickly.

Harry kept one eye on de Montparnasse but trusted that Tracey could keep him occupied. That left Harry free to figure out what to do with Macron. Harry and Macron traded a series of minor spells against one another as Harry and Tracey attempted to meet in the middle of the arena, but neither managed to get in any hits. Harry watched as Macron raised his wand and moved it in the motions of the Jelly-Legs Jinx, then just before the French wizard finished casting it, sent over a Fart Charm right under his nose. Macron retched and cocked up the spell at the very last minute, instead casting a puff of smoke with a little bang.

Harry smirked.

He followed up the Fart Charm with his Pimple Jinx combo. The Pimple Jinx hit Macron right across the face, his skin erupting into a mess of angry, pus-filled balloons. At the end of the Pimple Jinx Harry gave a sharp jab of his wand to cast a Stinging Jinx at Macron’s neck. It missed. Macron had stumbled backwards too far, too quickly, and Harry’s spell went sailing off into the Shield Charm around the arena. Making a slight adjustment to his flourish and aiming his wand a bit better for the Knockback, Harry finished up the combo with the Knockback Jinx which sent Macron sprawling onto the arena floor.

Harry took his chance. He jogged towards Tracey, who was deflecting jinx after jinx from de Montparnasse every which way, and they reformed their defensive stance.

“I kept him off,” muttered Tracey to Harry, “but he’s fast. Really fast. It’s best if we get rid of him first.”

“Well, I got some hits in with Macron, so we’ve won some points at least,” Harry said.

But by then Macron had got back to his feet, although he didn’t attempt to close the distance between him and de Montparnasse. Harry reckoned their strategy hinged on attacking from separate directions. It was likely they’d taken notes of their own, and realised Harry and Tracey’s tactics were to stick together.

Harry thought it wouldn’t matter in the end, as Harry didn’t need Tracey for defence and Tracey didn’t need Harry for attack.

“Let’s swap,” Harry murmured to Tracey. “Let me have de Montparnasse, you take Macron.”

Tracey nodded and they spun around so that Harry was now facing de Montparnasse. Almost before Harry got himself into place de Montparnasse fired off a set of spell sequences in a staccato, each one punctuated by a Nudging Charm. Harry swatted away each of the spells, but without Tracey’s dance training, couldn’t manage to avoid the Nudging Charms.

An annoyance for the points more than the effects of the charms themselves, but not especially fun either way.

Harry didn’t think it mattered. He’d arranged the swap so he could try taking de Montparnasse out of the duel, and could afford to lose some points to Nudges if he could just disarm the quick wizard before he got the chance to do any real damage.

Harry didn’t bother with anything else, and cast a Disarming Charm right at de Montparnasse. De Montparnasse jumped out of the way rather than risk getting hit.

Harry could use that.

The other boy was obviously unconfident in his ability to resist Disarmament, so even if Harry missed every time, he could make the other team drop a good number of points.

Harry tried again, and again, but de Montparnasse dodged both of his attempts. It was sloppy, but the other boy kept his wand. He looked over at Harry with a cagy, wary expression across his face, wand in hand and ready to cast. It was clear he’d rather lose points than lose his wand, so Harry cast a swift succession of Disarming Charms at de Montparnasse. De Montparnasse dodged each of them, but sent himself jerking around the arena floor in a series of movements Harry knew would drop points for style if the duel went to time.

Satisfied that de Montparnasse had dropped enough points, Harry conjured a large swarm of bees behind him as a distraction. De Montparnasse vanished them instantly, as if it were no problem at all, and then hit back at Harry with the same purple spell Macron had used earlier.

Harry caught it with a Mirror Charm, but rather than bouncing off, it kept going and hit Harry on the hand.

All colour drained from the world until the only thing Harry could see were shades of grey, at which point colour came flooding back – only it was all purple. Every colour, shade, and tone was some sort of purple, from pale lilacs to mauve and everything in between. As Harry looked around he realised that the strange purpling of his vision made it difficult to see. The people in the crowd all around the arena had become a sea of indistinct purple shapes, blending into the stands, merging with the walls. De Montparnasse and Macron stood as fuzzy purple shadows, their edges difficult to see against the backdrop of never ending purple. A lack of proper contrast, as even the shadows were shades of purple.

“I can’t see!” Harry hissed to Tracey.

“Blinding is an illegal spell!” she said. “We should call time—”

“No, not like that,” said Harry. He assumed the referee would notice an illegal spell and call halt to the bout anyway without having to be told. What de Montparnasse had used seemed different, not a blinding spell at all. “Everything is purple.”

“I—er…” said Tracey. She swatted away a pair of jinxes from Macron while she thought of an answer. Harry fired off a set of Disarming Charms in the vicinity of de Montparnasse even though it was hard to see just where to aim. “Try a General Counterspell?” Tracey said eventually.

Unfortunately for Harry, even his most solid attempt at the General Counterspell had no effect, which meant the purple jinx had a specific counter, a counter which Harry didn’t know.

He would simply have to press on regardless.

De Montparnasse shot off another purple spell, which Harry ignored in favour of casting another Disarming Charm. De Montparnasse’s spell hit Harry in the chest, and he immediately realised his mistake. The skin around his chest started tingling, then burst into the pain of a hundred little bee stings. De Montparnasse had used a Stinging Jinx, and Harry hadn’t recognised it because everything was purple.

Harry chewed his lip in thought. He needed to break de Montparnasse’s flow, his rhythm, and he needed to do it fast.

After a split second’s indecision Harry knew what he wanted to do. He cast a sonic boom in a wide arc around de Montparnasse to stagger and startle the boy, and then followed it up with the biggest flashbang he could manage. De Montparnasse went stumbling backwards, his most recent spell knocked off course and sent barrelling into the Shield Charm around the edge of the arena.

A bright light – purple to Harry, but which he knew would be blinding white to everyone else – filled the air around de Montparnasse in a bubble. With de Montparnasse stumbling about blinded, Harry cast a Disarming Charm right at his torso.

De Montparnasse dropped his wand.

Harry let out a breath.

“Thank God that worked,” he muttered, then turned to support Tracey. Harry felt that against the pair of them, there was no way Macron could snatch the win. It was just a matter of ending the duel before time in case the points differential was unfavourable.

“Knockback, flashbang, Stickfast?” suggested Tracey as she deflected Macron’s jinxes. With de Montparnasse having slunk away from the main part of the arena due to his disqualification, Macron seemed eager to pick up the slack. He cast spell after spell, flowing from one set or sequence into another, likely to pile pressure on Harry and Tracey.

But Harry didn’t think it would work. Several of the spells went wide, and those that didn’t Tracey caught and threw back with her Mirror Charms. If Harry could hit with their combo, Tracey could Disarm Macron for a solid win.

“Let’s do it,” Harry said.

While Tracey kept up their defence, Harry cast a swift Knockback Hex at Macron. Macron dodged it, but Harry followed it up with his flashbang, which proved enough of a distraction for Harry to hit with a Stickfast Hex. While Macron attempted to dispel the Stickfast even as the bright lights filled his vision, Tracey hit him with a Disarming Charm to end the duel.

Macron dropped his wand, and with that, lost the duel.

“We did it!” she said, turning towards Harry immediately after Macron dropped his wand to give him a quick hug. “We’re in the finals!”

Harry grinned.

“We are, aren’t we? Don’t think we can use the Stickfast combo again, though—they’ll be waiting for it after this one,” Harry said.

“Oh, but that’s a problem for later!” said Tracey, waving a hand dismissively. “Come on, let’s go see the healers. You need your eyes fixed and I’ve got these boils all over my legs.”

Harry nodded and they made their way over to the healers. Tracey was fixed up in moments, but the healer stood in front of Harry for rather a lot longer, seemingly unsure of how to proceed.

“It’s not that I don’t know what to do,” said the healer after a minute or so. She seemed a bit embarrassed. “It’s just that I’ve never actually done it before.” After umming and ahing for what seemed to Harry an inordinately long amount of time, an older healer – a beautiful witch in her early to mid-forties – who had been dealing with Macron and de Montparnasse came to take over instead.

“Watch me, Marion,” said the new healer. “Potter, we’ll have your eyes sorted in a moment. It isn’t serious but it is an uncommon spell. Purple, yes?”

Harry nodded.

The healer turned towards the younger healer. “The counter to this changes incantation and wand movement based on the colour chosen. Watch closely.” She turned back towards Harry. “Look at me, Mr Potter, and don’t close your eyes.”

The healer moved her wand in a complex, circuitous movement and enunciated the incantation – for the benefit of the younger healer, Harry assumed. Once again the colour drained from his eyes leaving behind vision in shades of grey, only this time when the colour returned, everything had its usual colour and he could see properly again.

“There we are,” said the healer. “Blink thrice for me, please, Potter. That’s a good lad…”

Harry blinked three times and the healer proclaimed him fixed, which meant Harry and Tracey needed to go and shake their opponents’ hands. De Montparnasse took the loss relatively well, greeting Harry and Tracey with a self-deprecating smile, whereas Macron seemed a bit sour.

Harry supposed he couldn’t blame the other boy – to get knocked out in the semi-finals must have been agony.

When they were done with all the post-match niceties, Harry and Tracey returned along with Flitwick to the waiting area. After the last of the morning’s duels the duellists – including those who’d been knocked out in the semi-finals – ate a swift lunch in the waiting area. Flitwick allowed those who were progressing to the finals a well-earned rest from strategy and tactics for the first half of lunch, but spent most of the rest of it giving last-minute bits and pieces of advice because directly after lunch Harry and Tracey, along with Diggory and Flickey, would participate in the finals.

*

The wait after lunch for the arena to fill up again was almost tortuous for Harry, who had to sit waiting for everything to resume again. The spectators had mostly all gone back to Hogsmeade for lunch, which meant they had to leave and come back using the carriages for the finals, so the whole process of getting them seated within the arena took almost as long as it had that morning.

Harry sat in his chair running over spell sequences, the wand movements of key spells, and incantations while Tracey went over to check the order of events Flitwick had posted on the noticeboard of the waiting room.

“There’s a bit of good news,” said Tracey when she got back. “We’re not first or last up today! Diggory and Flickey are the last match of the day, and the first one is the other Novice match. I didn’t realise but the final is two pairs from Durmstrang! So Durmstrang gets to take first and second place. We’re third, anyway. So we’ll get to watch Diggory and Flickey’s match and we won’t have to worry about ours!”

“That’s something,” mumbled Harry. It was nice having a bit of the pressure taken off, as everyone would expect the first and last matches of the day – of the tournament – to be especially exciting. “Have we been too predictable, do you think? You know, with our strategies? Everyone must know by now what we’re going to do…”

Tracey sat down.

“Well, probably,” she said, but then she shrugged. “But we know all about Bondarenko and Saar too, don’t we? Flitwick was even saying at lunch they like to use hexes, so we can’t rely too much on Mirror Charms.”

“I wish we’d practised with hex deflection,” Harry said. “I wish Moody’d done that with us this year instead.” The stuff about the Death Eaters had been interesting, but entirely theoretical. Practically speaking, it was useless. But hex deflection from a world-class Auror… well, that would have been something.

“We’ll be fine,” said Tracey. “I’m sure we will be. We saw their last match, too. Bondarenko can resist Disarming Charms, so we have to weaken her first, but Flitwick said Saar is a glass wand—he’ll break if we hit him right.”

Harry considered it and realised Tracey was right. They did have everything they needed to win, even if it would have been easier had they known hex deflection.

“Alright,” Harry said. “We should try working in that Levitation Combo. If we can do that…”

Harry and Tracey spent the last of their time before the finals began updating their strategy until Flitwick came rushing into the waiting room.

“It begins!” he said, and everyone waiting in the room – the two pairs who’d made the finals, and the others who’d lost in the semis – stopped what they were doing to watch the first of the bouts. In what felt to Harry no time at all the first of the afternoon’s four bouts was over, along with the second, and it was Harry and Tracey’s turn to take to the arena.

Flitwick accompanied them to the arena floor, once again offering a few last words of advice before the stage ascended to the arena proper.

“You have both performed admirably throughout the competition,” Flitwick said while they waited for the stage to begin moving. “I am absolutely positive that you can win this match—you must remain clear-headed and calm, and I am sure that victory will come your way.”

“Thanks so much, Professor! You’ve been amazing all year!” said Tracey. “I don’t think we would have got this far on our own!”

Harry nodded.

“Definitely. Thank you, Professor.”

“Ah, well, it is my job,” said Flitwick, who’d gone red around the ears. “Nevertheless, I wish you both the best of luck!”

The stage rose up to the arena not long after that, and Harry blocked out the sounds and sights in order to focus on their final opponents of the doubles tournament.

Galyna Bondarenko was tall. Taller than Harry by at least a foot, with pale skin and hair so light Harry would have thought her at least part Veela if Durmstrang had allowed part-humans to attend. Her height and arm-span gave her a vicious reach with a wand which Harry would have to watch out for. Tracey would be alright, Harry knew, as the Welsh witch could spin on a knut if necessary, but Harry had none of her easy grace on the ground.

Something to watch for.

Andrus Saar was less worrying in that regard. Shorter than Bondarenko – and shorter than Harry, too – Saar had a bulky frame with somewhat squat arms. His was a more predictable range of movement. Still, Saar was quick with his spells, and could cast a mean Disarming Charm. Harry and Tracey had decided on a strategy which attempted to remove Saar from play first, since without him as a distraction it would be easier to wear down Bondarenko enough for Harry to Disarm her.

“But no plan survives contact with the enemy, does it…” Harry muttered.

“What’s that?” asked Tracey.

“Nothing,” Harry said. “Just thinking.”

Bagman counted them in and Harry bowed, then the duel was officially commenced.

Saar didn’t wait long. He cast a shower of angry red sparks and followed it up with a pair of swift Knockbacks while Bondarenko let loose with a Scalping Hex aimed at Harry. The Knockback missed. Harry ducked and the Scalping Hex went sailing into the Shield Charm around the arena. Tracey twirled away from the Knockback. Ended up far enough away from Harry it was a worry.

By the time Harry and Tracey fell back into place near one another, Saar had already worked through the first spell in a hex combo, and Harry was moving away from Tracey again. Harry threw out a Knockback Hex to interrupt Saar, and as he stumbled back, cast a quick Smokescreen Spell to follow up.

Thick smoke poured from the end of his wand and spread out to obscure much of the arena. Harry maintained the spell longer than it usually lasted, and while he was covering the arena in smoke, Tracey conjured a stiff little wind to blow it away from them.

Saar and Bondarenko coughed and spluttered as the cloud of smoke swirled around them.

That should give them a little space to think. Harry glanced over at Tracey.

“Paired Insect Jinx at Saar? Then Disarm?”

She nodded.

“Let’s try,” she said. She dropped her arm, readied her wand.

They’d practised pairing their spells over and over. Three second count, and then…

“Entomorphis!” said Harry. They cast the spell together, both aiming at Saar – though it was a bit hard to see through all the smoke. They missed.

Or Saar deflected it. Or dodged.

Whichever. Harry didn’t care. From out of the smoke came jets of light, spells sent by Bondarenko and Saar. While Tracey batted the spells away with quick Mirror Charms, Harry peered through the smoke.

Bondarenko and Saar were moving. Repositioning themselves within the arena and using the smokescreen as a cover.

“They’re moving!” Harry said to Tracey. “We’ve got to watch.”

“Right!” said Tracey.

They drew closer together and moved around the arena carefully. Their opponents had used the smokescreen against them, conjured a whirlwind to send the smoke roiling around the arena.

Harry conjured a swarm of bees within the smoke. And then another.

Smoke – more than before – filled the rest of the arena. Thick, heavy smoke came pouring out, spurred on by the whirlwind Saar and Bondarenko had summoned.

“Bubblehead!” coughed Tracey. “Quick!”

Harry cast a hasty Bubblehead Charm over himself while Tracey did the same. At that point, perhaps it would have been better to simply vanish the smoke.

Not enough time.

“Incarcerous!” Harry shouted, aiming his wand right at one of the indistinct shapes he saw in the smoke. The spell hit, the thick ropes wrapped around his target. A body hit the floor with a thud.

One down, Harry thought. He just needed to follow it up with a disarmament…

Easier said than done, since he couldn’t see. With some luck he’d hit Saar with his binding spell, taken the wizard out of the duel.

“We need to get rid of this smoke,” Tracey said. “It’s not working for us.”

Harry nodded.

“Let’s vanish it!”

Together, they set about vanishing the smoke as quick as possible. McGonagall had given Harry a good clue during his exam – the smoke was a collective, something the mind regarded as a singular thing even if it was actually many thousands of things. Easier to vanish that way.

Between the two of them Harry and Tracey managed to rid the arena of smoke, revealing Bondarenko – tied in ropes and on the floor – and Saar, both sporting bubbleheads of their own.

“Disarm!” shouted Harry. “Quick!”

Harry dropped his wand into the Disarming Charm. Cast the spell, aimed it at Bondarenko where she lay on the floor. Tracey did the same.

Both spells hit.

Bondarenko kept hold of her wand. Almost as if nothing at all had happened.

Harry groaned. So tying her up evidently wasn’t enough of a distraction to break her resistance. They’d have to…


  Shit. Duck. 


Harry ducked and a spell went sailing over his head. Then another hit him in the knee – a Stinging Jinx. Saar didn’t stop. He sent spell after spell at Harry and Tracey, pausing only briefly to cut Bondarenko’s binding with a well-timed Cutting Charm.

Harry even caught a Pimple Jinx to the face.


  Later. Deal with it later. 


Saar cast a torrent of spells to guard Bondarenko as she got back to her feet, then they fell into a defensive position together about twenty feet away from Harry and Tracey.

“Ugh, this is getting hard!” Tracey said, rubbing at her elbow. “He got me with a Stinging Jinx.”

“Me too,” Harry said. “We’ve got to try something… Levitation combo?”

They’d never done it before. Not during a duel, anyway. Not even a practise duel in Duelling Club. But if they could get Bondarenko up in the air…

“We’ll have to try it,” Tracey said. “On three?”

Harry nodded.

Tracey moved closer to Harry, filled the gap under his arm. Then, Harry lifted his wand. While Harry readied himself to cast, Tracey deflected spells sent by their opponents.

“Flipendo!” Harry said. Aimed right at Bondarenko. The spell hit her, sending her backwards. Then Harry cast again. “Levioso!” 

The Levitation Spell hit her square in the chest. The tall witch lifted off into the air above the arena floor, then drifted away slowly. Once airborne the summoned wind – still there from before – picked her up, pulled her further away.

Perfect, Harry thought.

“Go!” said Harry.

“Right!” said Tracey. “Depulso!”

Bondarenko went hurtling backwards. They’d agreed Tracey should do the banishing, as Harry still occasionally struggled with it. No sense mucking it up at such a critical moment. And with Bondarenko gambolling through the air…

“Expelliarmus!” shouted Harry, throwing everything he could into it. The spell hit, and Bondarenko’s wand went flying across the arena.

Seconds later she hit the floor with a thud.

Harry winced. That would leave a bruise.

No time for that, though. They still had to get rid of Saar. Which shouldn’t be too hard now that his partner was—

Harry flew backwards, sent sprawling by a powerful Knockback. Got peppered with Pimple Jinxes as he staggered to his feet. He glanced towards Tracey.

She was tied up. Literally – Saar had used a binding spell of his own. And she’d lost all her hair. Not a Scalping Hex, since there was no blood, but… probably still not anything good. Well. Harry’d have no help from there. Not unless he could get her untied.

Harry chanced a Cutting Charm.

Some of the ropes around Tracey fell away. Harry hoped that was enough to get her free as he rolled out of the way of yet another barrage from Saar.

Saar was fast. Cast a mean spell. But everything Harry had seen – everything Tracey had written in her notes – suggested he was a glass wand. A strong enough Disarming Charm should be enough to—

Harry’s limbs seized. Stiffened. His hand went tight around his wand, then he fell over.


  Fuck. Body-bind. 


That was… unfortunate. Not much he could do, stiff as a statue and stuck to the arena floor. That was it, then. Tracey would have to free him. Or… win the bout for them.

Harry didn’t mind which. Just as long as it was one of them.

At least he could still see the duel. Saar was casting incessantly, one spell after the other, with next to no cool down in between. Harry wasn’t worried about that – against someone else, maybe that would have worked, but Tracey could deal with that. Tracey was happy to deal with that, even, as it gave her the chance to show off her dance skills. But it kept from making a proper response Saar and his spells all the same.

Harry groaned inwardly. He felt useless, laying there on the floor while Tracey duelled. But body-binds, full or partial, weren’t foolproof. They could be thrown. He just had to… just had to…

Do what, exactly, Harry didn’t know. Think really hard? Decide not to be bound?

Tracey drew closer and closer to him, batting off Saar’s spells. In between salvos she stopped, cast the General Counterspell on Harry, and he was up and ready to go once again.

“Nice one!” Harry said.

“To be honest,” Tracey said between casts, “I needed the help. Come on—we’ve got to get him down!”

Saar sent over a Scalping Hex. An Insect Jinx. A flurry of other spells, major and minor.

Harry set his jaw. No more playing.

“Go for the Disarmament,” Harry said. “Any time we get the chance.”

“Right!”

Harry and Tracey moved about the arena in careful, considered motions. Saar was trying his best, but Harry didn’t think he would win. Not against the pair of them. They just needed to focus. Find a chance.

Harry threw up a quick Mirror Charm, deflected a spell from Saar, then moved.

“Expelliarmus!”

Saar dropped to the floor. Rolled out of the way.

“Expelliarmus!” Tracey said.

She missed – Saar was still rolling.

Harry tried again.

“Expelliarmus!” 

This time, the spell hit. Saar’s wand shot across the arena.

The duel was over.

Two successful disarmaments meant… meant…

“Holy shit!” Harry said.

“We did it!” Tracey said. “We’ve won!” She squeaked in excitement. “I can’t believe it! We won! We really did it!”

Harry stood there in silence. Unsure how to proceed. The crowd grew louder and louder. Clapping, even some cheers. And then Bagman.

“Ohoho!” he said, his voice conveyed to all corners of the arena and the stands through his charm. “Now that was something, wasn’t it? Now, far be it from me to pre-empt the judges, but I reckon that was a win for Potter and Davis! Two successful disarmaments means an automatic win, even though it did look iffy there for a bit. Well done to Harry Potter and Tracey Davis of Hogwarts School—and commiserations to Galyna Bondarenko and Andrus Saar of Durmstrang Institute!”

With the bout concluded in Harry and Tracey’s favour, the two triumphant duellists were herded first to the healers, where they spent only a few moments because neither of them had any serious issues to fix, before going to shake their hands of their opponents. After that Harry and Tracey were then met by their families at the side of the arena near to where Bagman did his commentary.

“So, er, we won,” Harry said to his aunt and uncle – and Sirius, who hung back a little. “I didn’t think we would, to be honest, not when Saar got me in that body-bind, but Tracey was really fast fixing it, so it wasn’t too bad…”

“Well, we would have been proud of you either way,” said Petunia after a few moments’ pause as she checked over his face for any remnants of the Pimple Jinx he’d taken. “Your mother—your parents—would have been, too. I don’t know much about magic, but that Bagman seemed very impressed with your spells.”

“This duelling malarkey is a bit more exciting than I’d thought it would be,” opined Vernon. “I thought it was going to be a bunch of kids standing around pulling rabbits out of hats, or some such nonsense, but there was actually a bit more to it than that. They even fixed your face and grew back your girlfriend’s hair.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” muttered Harry quickly. “But, er, yeah – the healers are really good. They can fix basically anything… even in the last round when de Montparnasse made me see only purple.”

Sirius leaned over to Harry.

“You know, the one who fixed your eyes was my cousin Andromeda. She was always the best of us—got disowned for marrying a muggleborn, you know, nothing like her sisters,” he said. He looked over to where the healer – his cousin Andromeda – stood looking over Saar.

“I didn’t realise there were three sisters,” Harry said. “At least one of them wasn’t, well, you know…”

“So you’ve won an international duelling tournament, then?” said Vernon. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? Meant to be prestigious, that’s what everyone’s been saying at least. And it’s been all over the papers you get sent to the house. Famous schools, reporters from the Continent. Pity we can’t put the trophy up in the house, really…”

Harry hadn’t considered the possibility that his aunt or uncle would want his trophy on display, but the thought that he wouldn’t be able to caused a sudden and deep gnawing in his stomach.

“I don’t suppose we can,” Harry said. “But the other part of the prize is entry to the European Circuit Championships this summer, so we can all go on holiday, all expenses paid. I can’t remember where it’s being held this year but I think it’s somewhere warm.”

“I don’t know the first thing about doing magic, Harry,” said Petunia, “but the commentator seemed very complimentary about your spellcasting. And really, you did look like you knew what you were doing. It was wonderful to see… I think it was the right decision, you coming here; you looked so happy, so sure… well, Lily would have been proud.” Petunia smiled, although Harry could tell it wasn’t an entirely happy smile. It reached her eyes, but only just, and had more than a tinge of sadness to it.

“I—er—that means a lot, thank you, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said. He stumbled for the right words, the right thing to do in the moment, but was interrupted by Flitwick and Dumbledore.

“Congratulations on your tournament win, Mr Potter!” said Flitwick, full of energy and nearly bouncing on his feet. “A commendable use of your little flashbang—that modification you performed at the end was magnificent!”

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “You have done very well today, Harry. But alas, we must now speak with the assembled press. Your family is welcome to come along also—I am sure at least one publication will want a comment from them, too.”

“Alright. Thank you both, Professors,” Harry said.

Flitwick and Dumbledore led Harry, his family, and Sirius over to where the various press representatives had been gathered. Tracey and her family were already there. When Harry saw Rita Skeeter, he stopped walking briefly to tell his aunt and uncle to be careful.

“Just, er—see that woman there? The one with the big nails and all the makeup? Be very careful with her. She’s got something against me—you might have seen the articles she wrote, Uncle Vernon—they’re not very complimentary… well, the details don’t matter right now,” Harry said. “But when you talk to her, just smile and say something nice but, er, uninteresting. She’s dangerous.”

Neither Vernon nor Petunia seemed to like that, but they said nothing. Neither of them would want to put a foot out of place – it was their biggest fear to be perceived as strange, unusual, not like everyone else – and in the wizarding world, they didn’t know what the rules were, so would have to take Harry’s lead. But Harry knew that Vernon would want to make his opinions known, and Petunia was never too shy for a barbed comment…

It would probably be easier this time, since both Dumbledore and Flitwick were present, as well as Tracey’s parents, so in theory Skeeter couldn’t do anything too egregiously bad. That was a small comfort, at least.

Harry slipped into place beside Tracey so they could answer questions together and was immediately bombarded by questions from the assorted press.

“Monsieur Potter! ‘Ow does it feel to be ze winner? A comment for ze good people of France?”

“Miss Davis, what is it like being the duelling partner of the Harry Potter? You must be a strong witch to put up with such a thing! Our readers at Heks Wekelijks need to know!”

The questions continued like that, an assortment of bland and quotidian questions like ‘what got you both into duelling?’ or ‘what are your plans next?’ interspersed with a more interesting question from the more duelling-focused newspapers – with the marked absence of anything from Rita Skeeter. At least until everyone else had asked away, leaving Rita to ask the last few questions.

Harry braced himself for something inflammatory like, ‘why do you love being a Dark wizard and hate muggles?’ although he assumed that with Dumbledore and Flitwick both there, Skeeter would be a little more careful.

“Mr Potter, Ms Davis – congratulations on your win! A first win for Hogwarts in the duelling in any category. How does that make you both feel?” said Skeeter instead.

“Well, I can’t speak for Harry,” said Tracey, “but I’m really, really happy! We’ve both worked so hard this year, and it’s just lovely to see all our hard work turn into something at the end! Everyone we faced was really good—the standard of competition was so high! And honestly I’m just so pleased that we made it to the finals. Winning it is brilliant!”

“I feel the same way,” said Harry. “We did a lot of practising this year, on our own and in Duelling Club with Professor Flitwick—and Snape. I’m a bit lost for words, really.” He wasn’t, of course – Harry felt like he could go on for hours and hours about how amazing it felt to win the doubles tournament, but he knew Skeeter could and would twist anything he said into something grotesque, so the less he said, the better. And it would be nice to let Tracey have her moment, anyway.

“Wonderful, wonderful. How does it feel, Ms Davis, for someone of your background to do so well in a tournament as prestigious as this one?” continued Skeeter with a sickly little smile. An allusion to Tracey’s family’s recent muggle origins.

Tracey’s father, Colin, looked about ready to say something himself, but Tracey got in with an answer before he could say a thing.

“I don’t think my background has held me back in any way, Miss Skeeter,” Tracey said. “I’m proud of my heritage, but really I’m just like anyone else who grew up in our world. I never grew up expecting to become a duellist because Hogwarts hasn’t really done it before now, but you have to be willing to give things a go, don’t you?” she said, and flashed Skeeter an easy smile.

Skeeter nodded in an exaggerated fashion, then turned towards Tracey’s mother.

“Gwenyth Davis, isn’t it?” Skeeter said. “Would you care to give a comment on the recent allegations in your Department that—”

“It’s Gwenllian,” said Gwen, “and no, I wouldn’t. This certainly isn’t the time for it, and that’s all I’ll say here.”

“Hmmm,” said Skeeter, but she let it go. Instead she turned back to Harry. “Mr Potter, would you credit your success in this tournament to your innate talent with spells of a more offensive nature, or perhaps to your upbringing?”

“I—er…” Harry said. “I’m good at all sorts of spells, and I have nothing to complain about with my home life, but honestly I think the reason we won the tournament is because we work really well together. I’m not sure I could have won the doubles tournament with anyone else. I’m glad Tracey and I chose each other as partners for the tournament—it’s worked out really well.”

“Oh, of course it has, Mr Potter! You and Ms Davis both have performed admirably. I’m sure you’ve read my column where I’ve been following your progress,” said Skeeter. “One last question—for your aunt and uncle. Mr and Mrs Dursley, it isn’t often that muggles are allowed to visit a place such as Hogwarts. It’s rare, of course, for muggles to be granted the privilege of participation in such a prestigious event as this. But it’s even rarer for me to get the chance for an interview with the guardians of the Boy-Who-Lived! So can I just ask, what was it like raising someone like Harry here? Was there ever any indication of his predisposition to the Darker aspects of magic? An out of control tantrum, perhaps? Any talents in particular that you’d like to share?”

“You don’t have to answer that,” said Harry sharply under his breath to Petunia. He had his Parseltongue in mind, but he didn’t know whether he’d displayed any potentially embarrassing magic as a child, either.

At the same time, Dumbledore spoke.

“Rita. I hardly think this line of questioning pertinent to the duelling tournament,” said Dumbledore, his tone firm. “There is still one match left for the afternoon, and we have spent rather enough time with our second year Novice Champions already. Perhaps we should reconvene another day?”

His dark look at Skeeter told Harry that he had no such intention, but Skeeter ducked away regardless.

“What an awful woman,” complained Gwen once Skeeter had gone. “I have half a mind to… well.” She shook her head. “Miss Skeeter is a well-known gossipmonger and has a … forceful … manner of questioning,” Gwen explained to a confused Vernon and Petunia.

“I’ll explain later,” Harry said to Petunia as they made their way to the stands in order to watch Diggory and Flickey’s finals bout. “It’s not nice, though.”

Once Diggory’s match started Harry was able to put Skeeter out of his mind and enjoy the duelling. Skeeter was a problem for another day, and Diggory – as a Triwizard Champion – put on a wonderful display of magic in his final bout, bringing to bear his considerable talent in transfiguration and charms to secure a win for his pair and a second win for Hogwarts.

After all the duelling was done, Harry spent a rather strange afternoon at Hogwarts with Petunia, Vernon, and Sirius – as well as, at some points, Tracey and her family, and a selection of their friends.

Harry hadn’t expected it to feel quite so strange when they all left, but it did, and he went to bed – as early as he could, since he still had his singles tournament to win the following day – with a funny sort of feeling in his chest.
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The next morning Harry got up early. Much earlier than normal for a day without classes at any rate, ahead of third rounds – and potentially the finals – of the Pariturium’s singles tournament. On a whim, Harry checked the noticeboard in the Entrance Hall as he made his way up from the dungeons before breakfast. With a bit of luck, the fixtures for the third round would have been posted. The noticeboard had all the usual sorts of things on it – notes about tutoring, requests to borrow brooms – but that late in the year the noticeboard was quite sparse, and Harry found Flitwick’s posting very quickly.

The first Novice duel was between Harry and a girl from Beauxbatons. A bit later was Draco’s duel with a girl from Durmstrang. That meant Harry wouldn’t get to face off against Draco until the finals, assuming they both got there.

But Harry could deal with that.

Harry stood staring at the board for a few more moments before making his way into the Great Hall for breakfast. It was empty save for a handful of students at each of the four tables, a mixture of those from Hogwarts and some from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang. Harry saw a couple of people he knew at the Slytherin table but sat at the far end of the table on his own for a bit of time to think. He had a big day and didn’t want to waste too much time on unnecessary pleasantries.

Harry helped himself to some cornflakes and a goblet full of water while he mulled over his matchup against the girl from Beauxbatons. She had to have been decent enough to get to the semi-finals. As good as Harry was, at least in theory. He’d have to ask Tracey whether she had any notes on her. But even without that, Harry was confident he could win against her. He was good enough. He’d won the doubles with Tracey. No, the third round was simple enough.

The main problem would be the finals. Although there was technically the possibility that Draco wouldn’t get through, Harry didn’t think that would happen. He was too good at duelling. So the finals was likely to be between Harry and Draco, since Harry had no intention of getting knocked out in the third round.

The last time Harry and Draco had duelled one another in a formal setting, Draco had won. That had been months ago, of course. Weeks before they had started the competition proper, and Harry had done rather a lot of practise since. But Draco had avoided being matched against Harry during any of Flitwick’s training sessions since that first duel, and Harry wondered whether he’d done enough to beat Draco that time. Harry had won more matches than Draco had by virtue of being in the doubles tournament with Tracey. The doubles tournament he and Tracey had won. But the singles and the doubles were different beasts, required different approaches, and with how Draco had been over the course of the year…

Harry looked up as someone sat at the bench next to him. It was Draco.

“You’ve seen the matchups?” Harry asked. “We’ll see each other in the finals if we win in the third.”

“I saw,” said Draco. He looked pale – far paler than usual, his skin an almost grey pallor and quite unlike his ordinary fair complexion – with big, dark bags under his eyes. He certainly didn’t look ready for a duel, let alone two. “I’ll win, I’m sure.”

To Harry’s ear he didn’t sound sure. He seemed tired. Underprepared. Stressed, even. None of that ways Harry’s problem, but he would have preferred to win against Draco at the top of his game.

Draco picked at some toast.                                                                                             

“Of course you will,” Harry said, rolling his eyes. “I’m abysmal at duelling—it’s not like I’ve won six official duels over this tournament. Four with Tracey and two on my own. It’s a wonder I even made it to this point with how bad I am at the sport. Might as well quit now. Hand in my wand, even.”

“Tracey carried you through the doubles,” said Draco dismissively, although the jibe lacked venom. “And you only got so far in the singles because you haven’t had to face me.”

“If you lose to that girl from Durmstrang I won’t even have the chance,” Harry said. “Maybe it’s better that way—at least you won’t have to be embarrassed when I trounce you.”

“Someone’s confident,” Draco said. “You’re no good without someone to hide behind, you know that. I’ll wipe the floor with you and take home the gold.”

This was more the Draco Harry was used to. Someone who could actually give back a little banter, someone actually present in the room. He wasn’t pleasant, but normal Draco was manageable. Draco still looked stressed, and more than a little tired, but it was something approaching the Draco Harry remembered from first year.

But what did that mean? Was he done with whatever he’d been doing in the secret room? Was Harry too late?

“You are good,” said Harry, “and I can admit that because I know I’m better. But you won’t be going home with the trophy today, because…”

Harry stopped talking because Draco clearly wasn’t listening. So much for a more normal interaction. Draco was instead staring at the doors out to the Entrance Hall, eating his toast mechanically with a glazed over look in his eyes.

Harry waved his hand in front of Draco’s face.

“Oi. Are you alright?”

“What?” snapped Draco. Harry caught a flash of… of something in his eyes. Not the superficial anger he’d responded with, but something deeper. Something Harry didn’t recognise. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Er, it’s just that you don’t really seem to be… you don’t seem quite like … yourself,” said Harry. “You were alright and then you just zoned out. Nerves?”

“As if.” Draco sniffed. “I think I’ve lost my appetite. I’ll see you in the finals,” he said, and rose from the bench.

As he did so, he knocked against Harry’s arm, and a sharp pain blossomed in Harry’s scar as Draco stomped away. The pain disappeared as quickly as it came, but the memory of it remained.

Harry rubbed at his scar while he watched Draco go. Harry considered getting up to follow him, but in the end let Draco go. They would see each other later in the arena, after all, and Harry didn’t want to be accused of anything ahead of their bout.

And really, if Draco was going anywhere interesting, it was the secret room, and Harry already knew where that was. Short of asking Draco how to get in, Harry was still stuck outside.

So Harry stayed sat on his bench at the Slytherin table and helped himself to some bread, sausages, and bacon to make himself a sandwich. Harry ate the sandwich and then still feeling hungry, put together a reasonably large breakfast after Draco left, keen to give himself the energy for his duelling later but without wanting to be weighed down overly much. But a good breakfast would set him up for the day, or least that was what Vernon always claimed, and Vernon had never been one to turn down a good breakfast so Harry assumed he knew what he was talking about in that regard.

As the morning grew later and even the late risers began to attend breakfast, the Great Hall began to fill up with students from all four Houses and the visiting schools – and Harry wished he’d left before half the school filtered in. Instead a selection of Harry’s friends and Housemates sat down around him, and he got stuck where he was.

“Ooh, good morning!” said Tracey as she sat down. “I bet you’re excited about the singles later! You could even face Draco in the finals, did you see? I’m sure you can win; you’ve done so much practise…”

“I, er—” Harry started to say, but was interrupted by Blaise.

“Draco’s been really good so far—honestly, better than I’d have thought he would be,” Blaise said as he helped himself to breakfast, “but I reckon you can win. As long as you don’t get scared by his snake conjuring—he does like that little trick—I think you can win. And I’d prefer for you to win than him. So try and win.”

“Yeah, I was actually—”

“Harry can definitely win,” Theodore said, “but it might come down to points. I’ve been looking through Draco’s other matches—I did an arithmantic analysis actually—and he’s as good at resisting the Disarming Charm as you are, Harry, so you might find it hard to get him out before the duel goes to time.”

Harry had been thinking much the same thing, although he hadn’t expected Theodore to go to such lengths as doing an arithmantic analysis. But Harry did think that he could Disarm Draco with the right sort of distraction, or through the proper combination of spells, so…

“I agree,” Harry said. “So I was thinking that—”

“Oh, Harry doesn’t need to bother with all that, arithmantic analysis and all that bollocks. He can just trounce Draco the good old fashioned way. Can’t you Harry?” said Millicent, taking a rare moment away from Daphne to interject something into the conversation.

“I think so, but—”

“Actually I think Theodore is on the right track,” said Tracey. “You’re both really good at keeping hold of your wand, so—”

“I know!” said Harry. “I know! I know! I know!” He’d had more than enough advice, commentary, and any other little bits and pieces people wanted to say to him, especially as nobody seemed to want to know what Harry thought about the upcoming duel. “I know, alright?” Harry said again, quieter this time and a little bit less aggravated. “I’ve got a plan for the duel. I know how to deal with Draco. And I might not even have to face him in the finals. Not if he doesn’t win his third round match. So just… I know.”

“Don’t get your robes all in a knot,” said Blaise. “We were only trying to help.”

“I—” That took the wind out of Harry’s sails a bit. He knew his friends just wanted to help, just wanted to do something useful ahead of the match, so it wasn’t fair to get snippy. But it was also frustrating to be told a series of things and never get any chance to reply. “That’s fair enough. But I really do have a plan for the duel. I promise. But I’ve got to get past that girl from Beauxbatons first, haven’t I…”

Draco was also his final problem whether or not Harry managed to win the duel, whether nor they made it to the finals of the Pariturium. There was still the matter of whatever it was that Draco was doing on the seventh floor and how it was connected to his strange behaviour all year, and even the odd circumstances surrounding his family.

Even the way Draco’s touch had prompted pain in Harry’s scar. That was definitely not normal.

“That’s a good point,” said Tracey a few moments later. “You know I did have something to say about those girls, but I get your point—you know what you’re doing. We all trust you. We just want you to win!”

“Yeah, I know. Thanks, all of you,” Harry said. “Er—I’m going to go and get ready. There’s not much time left before the match and I need to get changed and I think my aunt and uncle will be coming ‘round again too, so…” Harry shrugged. “See you after I win!”

Harry got up from the table and left. He headed back to the dungeons to get ready for the bout, and then spent the rest of the morning with his aunt, uncle, and Sirius wandering around the castle and grounds.

*

When it was time for the duellists to gather ahead of the third round Harry left his family and Sirius to wait in the Entrance Hall for Flitwick to come and escort them to the arena. Only a handful of aspirants from Hogwarts had progressed to the third round – Harry, one of the Weasley twins, and Draco. None of Hogwarts’s Juniors had made it through, which Harry thought quite unfortunate.

But although the Weasley – and Harry thought it might have been Fred, but could just as easily have been George – was ready and waiting, Draco was nowhere to be seen. Harry hadn’t seen him since breakfast, at least, even though his parents had come to meet with him. Lucius and Narcissa Malfoy had ended up lurking about in front of the castle before slinking off back to Hogsmeade, not having seen Draco.

Another snubbing to add to the list. Another question Harry wanted answered … after the Pariturium finished.

“Good luck, Potter,” said Weasley. “I’d rather you win than Malfoy, so give it a proper go.”

“You know, you’re not the first person to say that to me today,” said Harry with a wry little smile. “But thanks.”

It wasn’t so surprising that people didn’t want Draco to win, though. Harry knew Draco wasn’t especially popular outside of Slytherin, and even inside the House he had his detractors. Not for no reason, of course.

“I hope you take it in the finals,” Harry said to Weasley. “Your brother won one of the flying events, didn’t he? So I beat you’re itching to win something, too.”

Weasley grinned.

“He did, yeah. Figured out how to tell us apart, then?”

Harry smiled.

“Nah. I just guessed, to be honest with you.”

Weasley laughed, and looked set to say something else, but stopped when Flitwick entered the Entrance Hall from the Great Hall.

“Just the two of you?” Flitwick asked, looking around for Draco. “No Mr Malfoy? Harry, you haven’t seen him today, have you? In the dormitories or the Common Room, perhaps?”

“Er—no, Professor. Well, I did see him at breakfast, but not since then… He didn’t say where he was going.”

Harry did think he knew where Draco was. The seventh floor and its secret room. Whether Flitwick knew of the room’s existence or not, or how to enter it if he did, Harry didn’t think it was the right time to say about it. And Flitwick probably wasn’t the right person to tell anyway. If anyone needed to know, it was Dumbledore, but Harry didn’t feel ready to bring that to him yet either – for all that Harry felt it wasn’t, it could end up being a silly little schoolboy thing rather than having anything to do with Voldemort.

Maybe after the finals Harry could confront Draco, ask him directly. And if he couldn’t… then it was time to go to Dumbledore.

“Hmm,” said Flitwick. “And you don’t have any idea where he might be? No?”

Harry shook his head.

“Well, we’ll have to get on anyway. Mr Malfoy knows where to be and where we are, and perhaps I will have a bit of time ahead of his match to locate him!” Flitwick said. “We’d best be moving on.”

Flitwick led the two boys down towards the duelling arena and got them settled inside the waiting area while he attended to the last-minute bits and pieces required by the organisers. Harry checked the order of duels first thing, just to get an idea of what he had waiting for him.

His duel was right in the middle of the morning’s matches. As Harry had thought, the organisers had sandwiched the Novice duels between the – admittedly more exciting – Junior bouts, so there would be a bit of sitting about watching.

Ordinarily that wouldn’t have suited Harry, but as Draco was nowhere to be seen and Harry didn’t want him to forfeit his own match, it would do. Harry paced about the largely empty room while he waited for Draco to arrive, but stopped when the Junior duels began and Draco still hadn’t got there.

Fortunately, Draco arrived just as the Junior bout ended. He slipped into the room without so much as a hello, and sat himself down on his own, far enough from Fred Weasley and Harry that it was clearly a snub.

But Harry could worry about that later.

“Your duel is next,” Fred said. “Good luck—hope you smash it!”

“Thanks,” Harry said. He got up and walked along the tunnel to the staging area where Flitwick was already waiting.

“Marvellous!” Flitwick said once Harry had arrived. “Good luck, Harry—though I’m sure you don’t need it!”

“Thanks, Professor.”

Once up in the main arena Harry let the sights and sounds wash over him. It was much the same as it had been the day before for the doubles: a sea of people, loud, and with Bagman providing the commentary. Nothing new there. The only difference was that Tracey wasn’t stood next to him. The whole thing was down to Harry, and Harry alone.

“Enchanters and enchantresses, this is the first of our second year Novice bouts for the day!” Bagman said. “You’ll have seen our competitor from Hogwarts, Harry Potter, throughout the competition—in the doubles duelling, the singles, and in the Aerobaticum. Potter of course won the second year Novice doubles yesterday with his partner, Tracey Davis, and will be hoping to win the singles title today. But he’ll have stiff competition in the form of Mathilde Durand of Beauxbatons. Durand of course didn’t participate in the doubles competition, but by no means…”

Harry focused his attention on Mathilde Durand instead of Bagman. He would be talking for some time still, and Harry wanted to study his opponent a bit more.

Not that it did him any good. Durand looked quite plain. Neither pretty nor ugly, she was of only medium height and didn’t look especially dangerous either. She just looked like an average witch. Like anyone Harry might see around the castle.

But unlike anyone else, she’d made it to the semi-finals of the Pariturium. Harry remembered only a handful of details about her prior duels: she was good with charms, didn’t seem to get flustered easily. But there were only two duels to go on. She would certainly have a lot more information on Harry, as Harry had gone through the doubles as well. So he would need to be cautious.

Bagman counted them in. Harry bowed, then stepped to the side immediately as Durand shot off a spell.

Quick hand, Harry thought. So that was something to watch.

Harry stepped forward, thrust out his wand.

“Flipendo!”

Durand slipped out of the way. Harry’s spell hit the Shield Charm around the arena.

Willing to move, Harry thought. That was… something. He could work with that. Harry peppered her with Knockbacks to create a bit more distance, add on some points, and thought about what to do next. He’d had some success with the Levitation Combo in the doubles, so that was an option here, too. Without Tracey to cast the Banishing Charm it would be a bit harder, but should still be manageable.

Something to consider for later in the duel.

Harry swished his wand and started the motions for a Pumpkin Head Sequence, but fumbled it. Staggered backwards as a powerful wind swept across the arena with Durand as its epicentre.

Durand didn’t stop. She kept casting, sending waves of wind in different directions throughout the arena. Wind that would cause a problem for Harry, especially if he decided to conjure bees.

Harry shook himself off. The wind was a distraction. Something to get Harry thinking about how to counter it, so that Durand could make a proper attack. So Harry needed to cut through the middle and go right to the attack instead.

“Furnunculus!” Harry said, sweeping his wand in the motion. Then, without waiting, followed it up with a Jelly-Legs Jinx to go for the combo. “Locomotor wibbly!” Both spells hit, and writhing tentacles sprouted all over Durand’s face.

Nice, Harry thought. If he could just get in one more spell—

Harry froze where he stood, wand in hand, watching Durand. She still had tentacles all over her face but they hardly seemed to bother her. At least, not enough to stop her from responding. But Harry’s limbs hadn’t stiffened. He wasn’t petrified, just… immobilised. The Freezing Charm, then. Milder than a petrification, and something that would wear off soon enough. So what was the point of that?

If all Harry had to do was wait it out, why would Durand have bothered—

Durand struck Harry with a multitude of charms in quick succession. A sequence of Colour Change Charms on his robes, his hair, his glasses. Nudging Charms.

Finished up with a Confetti Charm just as the Freezing Charm expired and Harry could move again.

That was annoying. A whole load of points given while Harry stood there doing literally nothing. Well, it wouldn’t matter if he ended the duel in Disarmament.

Harry ducked to avoid a spell from Durand, then hit back with a Stinging Jinx. Stepped into a Knockback Hex. Durand stumbled backwards, knocked off balance by Harry’s Knockback Hex.

“Expelliarmus!”

Harry missed. His Knockback had been too powerful. The spell went wide, and as Harry recalibrated, Durand shot at him with a powerful jet of water. Not hard enough to send him stumbled backwards, but annoying. And more than enough water to get him soaking wet. Enough to win Durand points, too.

Annoying.

But by then Harry reckoned he had a good grasp of Durand’s strategy for the duel. She wanted it to run to time so she could win on points. And if Harry could disarm her, it would probably work.

Time to change tack, then, Harry thought. No more playing about. He had to go in for the kill. Figuratively speaking.

“Levioso!” Harry said, thrusting forward with his wand. Durand dodged it. “Incarcerous! Flipendo! Furnunculus!”

Thick ropes shot out of his wand and wrapped around Durand, bringing her to an abrupt stop. She thudded to the arena floor, which meant the other two spells missed.

But that was unimportant.

“Expelliarmus!”

The spell hit. Durand’s wand went nowhere.

Harry sighed. She was literally tied up and on the ground, and she still kept her wand? Now that was annoying.


  One more go at it, then…



  “Levioso!”


Unable to dodge – or do anything other than wriggle about on the ground – the spell struck Durand and she rose into the air and floated off. Harry let her go for a few moments and then cast his Disarming Charm again.

As Durand rose higher into the arena, her wand dropped to the ground.

There. He’d done it – Harry had secured himself a place in the finals. This time as a singles duellist. Just one more duel and he could clinch the win. It felt good.

Harry stuck around to be seen by the healers, then to speak with the press for a few moments, but eventually made his way back to the waiting area with Fred and Draco – thankfully, all dried out. He sat down next to Fred to watch Draco’s duel – and the last of the Junior duels before the finals.

*

Draco won his third round duel. Unsurprisingly, as far as Harry was concerned. Harry had watched it keenly, studiously hoping to gain a few last bits of insight into Draco’s style and tactics that might help in the finals. But after the last of the third round Junior bouts, it was time for lunch, and Harry grudgingly put thoughts of his duel out of his mind to sit down with Fred, Flitwick, and Draco to eat lunch.

Flitwick had rather a lot to say, especially as all three of Hogwarts’s hopefuls had progressed to the finals in their respective categories. He seemed eager to offer any last lingering pieces of advice that might help them all secure the win, and Harry was grateful.

Not that Draco really participated in conversation. He sat there picking at his food, barely even responding to direct comments from Flitwick. Near the end of the allotted time for lunch Flitwick disappeared to check on the fixtures for the finals and left Harry, Fred, and Draco alone.

“You know, I really think we can do this,” Fred said to Harry. He seemed happy enough to simply ignore Draco, pretend he wasn’t there. Ordinarily, Harry would be happy to do the same… but Harry had to fight him to secure the win. And then he still had to figure out what was up on the seventh floor. “What do you reckon?”

“Er—yeah, I do,” Harry said. “You’ve done really well all through the competition. I’ve got to admit, when you first started I thought your strategy was bollocks—just a load of nuisance spells—but it works. I actually used some of your spells myself in the doubles…”

Fred grinned.

“Not just a pretty face, see. What a lot of people don’t understand is—” Fred said, although he didn’t finish, and Harry didn’t get to learn what a lot of people didn’t understand. “Flitwick’s updated the board with our fixtures, look!”

And true enough, Flitwick had. The board showing the order of bouts for the finals had been updated, and Harry’s bout was second. Fred’s was third. The first and last events of the finals had been set as the Junior bouts, although Harry had expected that.

“Not bad,” Harry said. “I can handle being second up.” He turned to Draco. “What do you think? Second’s not bad, is it?”

Silence for a few moments.

“It could be worse,” Draco said. None of his usual fire. He seemed a bit nervous.

Well, good, Harry thought. He deserved to be because Harry was going to win the duel. Harry had a response prepared, but Draco had already gone back to flicking through a book he’d brought along with him. A clear dismissal.

Harry shrugged and went back to chatting with Fred as the spectators returned to the arena. It wasn’t too long to wait, and although he could have gone over and over his tactics in his head, Harry didn’t want to. He wanted to enjoy himself. So Harry settled in to watch the first of the Junior duels for the finals.

Midway through, near enough to the end of the duel, Draco got up and left the waiting room. Took his book with him, said nothing at all to either Fred or Harry.

Harry watched him go. If Draco left, and didn’t come back, he’d forfeit the match.

It wasn’t that he cared whether Draco attended the duel. It was more that Harry wanted to win on the merit of actually having won, rather than because his opponent had failed to participate.

“I wouldn’t have thought Malfoy the type to skip,” said Weasley. It was phrased as a statement, but Harry knew it was really a question.

Harry shrugged.

“Neither would I,” he said. Harry still didn’t think Draco was intending to skip the duel – nothing he’d said or done indicated he was prepared to forfeit or give up his chance at the title. Draco had been distracted and odd over the whole year, but he had still spent a lot of time talking about and preparing for the duelling tournament.

Despite that he’d got up and left the arena not long before his final bout.

“You really are a prick, Draco,” Harry muttered to himself. He sighed, got up, and then motioned to Fred. “I think I know where he’s gone,” Harry said. “I’m going to go get him before he gets too far… and listen, if I don’t come back in time… grab Dumbledore.” Harry left before Fred could protest.

Harry headed out of the duelling arena through the competitors’ door at the back to avoid the officials. Harry vaguely remembered Flitwick having said that in the event of a no-show, the officials would give it fifteen minutes before declaring the match void, so he wasn’t overly worried he couldn’t nip up and back again. Draco hadn’t been gone long, and Harry thought he could catch up. It was mere moments between them leaving.

Harry raced up the path to the castle – empty, even given the nice day, because everyone else was at the duelling – and inside the castle through the wicket gate set into the grand Entrance Hall doors. Once inside the cool Entrance Hall Harry paused to look around just in case Draco was there.

But he wasn’t. He’d raced ahead, and Harry was alone. Their bout had started by then, and with neither of them there…

A problem for later. He still had fifteen minutes.

Moments later a hand grabbed his shoulder, and Harry spun around to see Lucius Malfoy stood behind him. Harry jerked away and out of the older man’s grip.

“When Draco stopped writing home, I knew then that something had gone awry,” Malfoy said. “And when neither of you made it to the duel I understood a little more of your involvement in this sorry affair. You can thank your little friend, Theodore, for that—or his letters home, at any rate.”

Malfoy checked his nails, dusted down the front of his silky robes.

“So, Potter. Tell me—you are looking for my son, yes? Well, so am I. I expect that you know where he is, but not how to open the door?” Malfoy didn’t wait for an answer. “I find myself in the opposite predicament—I know not the location of the room, but I do know the secret to its opening. Together we will find Draco, yes?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Harry said immediately, although he knew it was a pointless objection. Malfoy clearly had some sort of information – gained from Theodore of all people – about Harry’s activities that year, and Harry had assumed anyway that he knew what Draco was up to. He’d even been waiting for an opportunity to accost Harry, had seized it as soon as Harry and Draco failed to turn up for the duel.

But it couldn’t do him much good, since Fred would be grabbing Dumbledore at any moment. And once that happened, Tracey and Ernie would tell him everything important so all Harry had to do was stall.

“Oh, come now,” said Malfoy. “In this, I am not an enemy of yours, you should understand. I fear Draco has come to some harm in the completion of a … task … he has been given, and as a loving father I wish only to see to the safety of my son. I give you my word that I will not harm you if you take me to where Draco is. I will open the door, and with any luck we shall both get what we want. How does that sound?”

Malfoy spoke like a bored aristocrat, his manner genteel and tone polite, but he held his wand in a vice-like grip and stared at Harry with eyes of hard steel. Harry didn’t think Malfoy would try anything too aggressive in the middle of Hogwarts during the day, and even though Harry could resist the Imperius Curse, there were other ways of making someone do what they didn’t want to do.

So Harry nodded.

“Alright, then. Follow me.”

As much as Harry didn’t want to be anywhere near Lucius Malfoy, he didn’t see that he had any other choice. If he were lucky, a stray teacher, apprentice, or ghost would happen upon them and let someone – Dumbledore, perhaps – know where he was and who he was with. And there was always Fred and the instruction Harry had given him.

“So your Lord didn’t tell you everything you wanted to know, then?” asked Harry, fishing, as he led Malfoy up the grand staircase. It was a risk to mention Voldemort so openly, but given the circumstances… “Or Draco, I imagine. Everything on a need to know basis, and neither of you needed to know?”

“You are cleverer than my son credits you with, Potter,” said Malfoy. “Although not nearly as clever as you think you are. You have become embroiled in a family argument, nothing more and nothing less.”

“Yeah, and my aunt goes hippogriff riding every weekend. Wormtail and Voldemort found you, then? And you didn’t turn them away?”

Malfoy didn’t answer. Instead he prodded Harry with his wand – gently, but firmly enough for Harry to remember which of them was a fully qualified wizard with criminal tendencies and which of them was not. 

“I knew something was up with Draco all year,” Harry said, “although I couldn’t figure out what. But it does have something to do with Voldemort, doesn’t it? The only problem is, Draco hasn’t been doing anything. At least not anything anyone has noticed. Even me, and I’ve been checking. And because of how you’ve been acting this year, too, I think something must have gone wrong. I’m right, aren’t I?” Harry skipped the disappearing step and then paused. “Whatever it was Draco was meant to do, he hasn’t managed it, and now you’re afraid. What was it?”

“What a creative mind you have, Potter. Truly, you are quite imaginative! I am merely worried because my son has failed to attend a very prestigious event which he has been excited about for months. And you, of course, as my son’s friend and Housemate who knows where he is, put aside your own aspirations to help me find him,” Malfoy said. “Admirable.”

“Look, you’re going to have to tell me something, or I just won’t show you where you’ve got to go,” Harry said. “Only one of us really cares what happens to Draco, and it isn’t me.”

That gave Malfoy a little pause. Moments later he jabbed his wand at Harry.

“Imperio.”

An expanding, light, floating sensation spread throughout Harry’s chest, and his head went empty. He felt relaxed, as if he had no care in the world. But Harry had experienced the Imperius Curse before, from Moody, and had successfully resisted it. Lucius Malfoy was no match for the ex-Auror, and Harry knew he could throw off his attempt at mind-control easily enough. But he waited, gave no indication the spell had failed. Waited for Malfoy’s instruction.

Take me to the Room of Hidden Things, commanded Malfoy into Harry’s mind.

Harry shook off the Curse and turned to grin at Malfoy. He hadn’t known the room’s name, and perhaps that was part of the key to opening it… Walk past it three times and think its name, maybe?

Harry wondered if he even needed Malfoy to open the room’s door now that Harry had the name of the room.

“Only if you ask nicely,” Harry said, turning to look at Malfoy. Harry had his wand in hand, and although he didn’t know nearly as many spells as the older wizard, he did have rather a lot of practise in getting them off quickly. If he could figure out what the Malfoys were up to, and then get free to find some help, it was possible Harry could salvage the whole sorry mess. And Malfoy didn’t know how to enter the room, so if Harry could grab Dumbledore…

“That little trick won’t work. We can go to the Room of Hidden Things together, and you’ll answer some of my questions … or we won’t go at all,” Harry said. He shrugged. “I told you already—only one of us cares about what happens to Draco, and this seems urgent.”

Harry watched the indecision play out across Malfoy’s face. The elder wizard clearly really did care about Draco in addition to whatever it was that was so important inside the Room of Hidden Things. Perhaps cared more about Draco than that, although Harry couldn’t really tell. Harry knew he’d agree to answering something of Harry’s questions just to be shown the location of the room.

Harry just had to make sure they were answers with a bit of truth in them.

“So,” Harry said, not even considering moving until Malfoy answered his question, “Draco. He was supposed to find something in this Room of Hidden Things. I reckon he’s found it—but he never told you—and you’re worried. But why?”

Malfoy flared his nostrils and frowned.

“There may have been a … disagreement … over Draco’s suitability for such a task,” Malfoy said eventually.

“The thing is dangerous, then,” Harry said. He started moving again, aware that Malfoy would only be so patient with him. “Voldemort made you agree to it anyway. I don’t know how, because he’s a weird little ghost-thing, but he managed it. And whatever it was you were worried about, it’s probably happened. Or at least something like it.”

Malfoy said nothing, but the curl of his lips told Harry he was right.

They’d made it to the third floor by then, although they hadn’t seen a single soul – whether living or dead. Unsurprising given the event, but… unfortunate.

Harry knew that Malfoy would try to incapacitate him as soon as he knew where the room was. It was the smart thing to do, to remove any chance of Harry getting away before he’d finished what he was up to, and to prevent Harry from figuring out what the task Draco had been given by Voldemort was. But Harry could prepare for it and, even if he didn’t have the full arsenal of spells at his disposal, should be able defend himself in some way. As Harry took Malfoy further up the castle towards the tapestry of the dancing trolls on the seventh floor, he considered his options.

Malfoy would want to Obliviate Harry. It was the sensible thing to do, now that he’d more or less admitted he was working for Voldemort. If Harry could pry some more information from Malfoy he would need to remember it for it to be of any use at all to Dumbledore, who would surely like to know it. But knowing that Malfoy would be intending to Obliviate him, perhaps he would be more inclined to let things slip.

“Voldemort’s at your house, isn’t he?” Harry asked. “That’s why Theodore wasn’t allowed over there all summer. Does Draco know, or was it meant to be a secret?”

Malfoy didn’t answer immediately. After a few moments, he spoke.

“We have many guests. Some more … discreet … than others. I do not know how it works amongst muggles, Potter, but in good wizarding families it is considered improper for children to know all the activities of their parents.”

So Voldemort was there, and Draco wasn’t supposed to know about that. Whether or not Draco did know was another thing entirely, of course. But then how did Draco know both the location and the key to the room, if his father only knew how to open it?

Wormtail, Harry thought. Sirius would be happy to know that Wormtail was back in the country and, if Harry was right, settled into Malfoy Manor with Voldemort and the entire Malfoy family. He doubted Voldemort would cast Wormtail aside so quickly, not with how fickle Malfoy had been at the end of the last War, and certainly not with Voldemort still a pitiful ghost-like thing.

Whatever Draco’s meant to be looking for, I reckon it’s to give Voldemort a body again. Harry didn’t think that Voldemort would want to hang around as a ghost for too much longer, and given that he’d reached out to his followers, he must have some sort of plan for getting a new body. If there was something useful hidden in the Room of Hidden Things – which given its name seemed likely – Draco would be an easy way of getting access to it.

Harry kept hoping that someone – a teacher, a ghost, a student who’d simply refused to go to the duelling – would happen upon them, but nobody did. Instead Harry had to lead Malfoy up through the castle towards the Room of Hidden Things, and not a single soul saw them on their way. When Harry finally made it to the seventh floor he realised that he would need to figure out how to keep Malfoy from stunning and Obliviating him and making off with Draco and whatever object he’d been asked to find.

“We’re nearly at the room,” Harry said. “How do you open the door?”

“Not clever enough to figure it out, then?” Malfoy asked, mouth curled into a sneer.

“Clever enough to ask for confirmation, more like,” Harry said. He assumed the key to the room was walking past its entrance three times and either supplying it with a password, or asking it specifically for the room by name. Sirius’s book had given a similar scenario as an example of one of the kinds of ways of sealing a room against intruders. But the problem with that was that there were still so many possible passwords, and many possible tricks to opening the room, that Harry didn’t want to be left guessing.

Especially when he didn’t need to be stuck guessing, since Lucius Malfoy knew how to access the room.

Malfoy hesitated.

“You must simply know the name of the room, and it will open,” he said eventually.

That’s a lie, thought Harry. Or a half-life, at least – Draco always walked past the door three times whenever he opened it. Not once had Harry seen him do it any more times, and never under three. So Harry assumed the real key was to walk past the room thrice thinking about the room by name.

“Alright. You go ahead first, then,” Harry said when they reached the seventh floor corridor. “The door is in here.” Harry gestured vaguely at the corridor. There was absolutely no way he was going to walk through the corridor in front of Lucius Malfoy. If Malfoy wanted the door open, he could walk the corridor himself and open it.

And it would possibly give Harry an opening for a body-bind, or something of that sort.

Malfoy hesitated at the threshold to the corridor, clearly as untrusting of Harry as Harry was of him.

“We will go together,” Malfoy said, and stayed put.

Fair enough, Harry thought. I was planning on shooting him in the back…

Harry shrugged, and attempted to inject every ounce of nonchalance he had in him into the gesture. Then he fell into place beside Malfoy as they walked through the corridor.

“Where is the door?” Malfoy asked once they’d got halfway along.

“It’s here. Open it and see,” Harry said.

Malfoy frowned but started walking again. Harry followed him, and sure enough, Malfoy walked the corridor three times following the same path Harry had been doing for weeks without success. Harry kept pace with him, and on the third go, a door appeared in the middle of the wall.

Malfoy turned to Harry, wand in hand, but Harry was faster.

“Flipendo!” Harry said. He knew the Knockback Hex. He could cast it in his sleep, probably. And he’d been waiting for Malfoy to strike.

Malfoy got knocked backwards and Harry took his chance to dash inside the Room of Hidden Things.
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    Chapter 37 – The Tarnished Crown
The room beyond the door was not at all what Harry had expected to see. The Room of Hidden Things was cavernous in its dimensions, large enough to fit an entire cathedral inside comfortably and still have room for something else. The wall just beyond the door was plastered, painted, and had parts with wood panelling… while the other walls were too distant to see. Light streamed in from gigantic – and quite impossibly placed – windows. And it was filled to the brim with so many things Harry didn’t know where to start looking.

Stacks and stacks of broken chairs, desks, and other assorted furniture; towering columns of battered books with pages missing; bits and pieces of broken statuary, dead portraits and other decorative oddments; and seemingly everything else under the sun made up the ‘Hidden Things’ for which the room was named.

Harry spent a moment taking it all in before racing away from the door, keen to get a head start on Lucius Malfoy. Far from being a repository of all sorts of awesome things, the Room of Hidden Things looked to Harry to be a place where generations of students, teachers, and other assorted personages had tossed their various bits and pieces of junk.

A decent enough sort of place to hide something, Harry supposed. It would be difficult to find anything unless one knew where to look, which Harry thought Draco must have done. It was difficult enough finding a path through the junk that Harry thought it could take days – even weeks – to properly sort through it all even if he knew more or less where to look. No wonder Draco had been at it all year.

Harry rounded a corner and started to look for Draco.

“Oi! Draco! Where are you? Your dad’s looking for you and I think we’ve missed the duelling—so I’m pretty pissed off!” Harry shouted into the room. His voice echoed.

Draco gave no answer.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake…” Harry said. The least Draco could have done after ruining both their duelling aspirations was to make himself available. Although given what Lucius Malfoy had indicated, perhaps he really was in danger and couldn’t answer.

Harry groaned and pressed on through the stacks and columns of tat as he looked for Draco. There was no order to the gigantic space, no organisation that made any sense to Harry. There was no part of the room which was for storing broken furniture, as every part of the room had stacks of the stuff. Piles of books sat scattered throughout, sometimes next to broken wands and discarded board games, and other times stuffed amongst bits of tattered upholstery. It was a never-ending pile of junk, stacked haphazardly and without any care for whoever would have to look through it. Broken glass orbs, stray tarot cards, even a cracked tea set.

Harry ignored it all.

Whatever Draco had been looking for – and therefore, Draco himself – could be literally anywhere in the room. If Harry knew what Draco had been looking for, perhaps it would have been easier to find him, but given that the Room of Hidden Things appeared to have no underlying structure to its collections of junk, Harry doubted it.

To make matters worse Lucius Malfoy was inside the Room too, calling out for Draco.

“Draco! Draco, come here at once! You will not be in trouble,” Malfoy was shouting into the vastness of the room, “but you must listen! The Diadem is dangerous…”

“Diadem?” muttered Harry. Harry wracked his brains trying to figure out what a diadem was, searched through all his memories trying to see if he’d ever heard of one before, but came up with nothing.

Fortunately for Harry Draco didn’t answer his father, either.

“Draco, if you don’t want to bother with all this Voldemort shit, just tell me!” Harry tried as he tiptoed past a wobbly tower of broken cauldrons. “We can go to Dumbledore and he’ll make sure you’re safe, I promise! Just bring the Diadem-thingy.”

Harry didn’t think Draco would be on board with going to Dumbledore about anything, given his opinion of the man. Draco had troublesome views on muggleborns and blood politics, but Harry did still wonder if that meant he would truly support Voldemort. It was one thing to have a general dislike for muggles and muggleborns, and entirely something else to want what Voldemort and his lot wanted – or so Harry felt, anyway.

But Draco didn’t answer Harry.

Harry could only hope that Draco didn’t really understand what he’d been getting into. That Draco thought what he’d been asked to do was some sort of favour for his parents, and now with Voldemort entering the picture… well, maybe he would think again. Decide something different.

“Draco, when the Dark Lord returns to his full power he will remember this!” Harry heard Lucius shout from across the room. “If anything happens to that object he will not be pleased! Please, do your duty to this family and return with the Diadem before it’s too late!”

Harry’s head whipped around in the direction of Lucius’s voice at that last statement. Voldemort, returned to full power – and apparently without the aid of whatever it was Draco had found. Or been told to find. Harry was still unclear on what had happened, exactly.

But it apparently didn’t matter. Voldemort was coming back… and didn’t need the Diadem to do it. Just wanted it.

Harry took a deep breath and glanced up and down. The path ahead split, diverged in two opposite directions. He needed a better view.

Harry clambered over a mountain of torn gloves and unpaired boots to get a better look around the room from a high point. Raised slightly above many of the stacks and piles, he managed to get the lay of the land in his section of the Room of Hidden Things. Harry scanned through the room until he saw a little space where various paths through the clutter converged, at the centre of which was some sort of chair surrounded by lit candles and runic markings.

It’s not a chair, thought Harry. It’s a throne!

Upon the high-backed chair at the centre where many paths converged lounged Draco. Harry skidded down the mountain of gloves and boots and once at the bottom headed right for where Draco was at the centre of pathways through the junk.

Not that it was easy – he had to duck under a squat archway formed out of chairs, and then climb over a battered old suit of armour just to get back onto the path. But now that he’d had a proper look above the stacks it was easier. 

When Harry reached him – stopping just at the edge of the runic markings ringed by candles – Draco shifted in his chair and turned to look at Harry slowly. Atop Draco’s head, hidden only slightly by his hair, which was messier than usual by far, was a crown. Clearly a beautiful object once, the crown seemed somehow dirty. Almost sad. Angry red skin threaded with stark black veins blossomed from beneath the crown, marring the features of Draco’s face.

And though Harry couldn’t understand how, the smell of hatred filled the air, palpable in its ferocity. Hatred and anger radiating out from where Draco sat, a near physical presence.

Harry’s scar throbbed.

“Ah. You found your way here, then. He is quite obsessed with you; did you know that?” Draco said. Or at least, someone said it with Draco’s voice. But the person speaking had an entirely different mien, a different cadence to his words. “He was sure that you would figure out what he was doing here this year. And you did, didn’t you? Clever.” Draco glanced down at his nails, the gesture casual, almost bored. “It would have been better for us all if you hadn’t, of course. But then your name does appear often in recent history, doesn’t it?”

“You aren’t Draco,” Harry said. He grasped his wand. The Diadem Lucius had said about was most likely the thing on Draco’s head, the little tiara that seemed stuck to his skin and which radiated a hateful, spiteful energy. “What are you? Who are you?”

“Ah, come now, Harry. You are not nearly so stupid as to not know. Consider again,” chided not-Draco. “We have never met, but you have encountered an inferior iteration. Twice, if I am not mistaken. Do you know now?”

Voldemort? wondered Harry. He knew it was true, but how? Voldemort was hidden at Malfoy Manor just outside Nimlet’s Head. He couldn’t have been possessing Draco over the course of the year without Lucius having noticed his absence from the Manor. And quite aside from that, Lucius seemed convinced Voldemort was an external problem, not someone hidden within the school. Hidden within Draco himself.

Yet the pain in Harry’s scar suggested otherwise.

“So how are you doing this?” Harry asked. “A spell on the tiara? So you can possess someone even from far away…?”

Voldemort-in-Draco laughed. Not the rasping, choked thing Harry had heard from Quirrell, but a full-bodied and rich laugh quite unlike Draco’s own even though it used his voice.

“Harry? I—how—the duel—” spluttered Draco, Voldemort’s cool detachment gone. The change was instant, and recognisable, though Harry wasn’t sure how. But Draco’s posture changed, even the tilt of his head. The eyes, maybe?

So Draco is still in there and Voldemort doesn’t have full control, Harry thought. That was useful to know. Probably. He just needed to figure out what he could do about it.

Anger replaced confusion on Draco’s face.

“Well, I’ll just duel you here then—with the Dark Lord on my side, I won’t lose,” Draco said. He moved as if ready to stand, but Voldemort regained control and stopped the motion. Shifted once more on the throne, replaced the fire of Draco’s anger with that eerily cool detachment.

“This child was easy to tempt. So much anger, so much envy. He needed only the barest of suggestions… The fabled Diadem of Ravenclaw, enhanced by the greatest Dark Lord the world has ever seen,” Voldemort said. “A prize for any wizard, but a treasure indeed for this one in particular. Did you know that he’s quite insecure in his abilities? He worries that he’s outclassed by his peers. He’s quite right, of course. And so when he found the Diadem, realised just what it was… I needed only for him to wear it once, and the process could begin. Incomplete at first, I was only able to observe. To suggest, offer advice… words of wisdom. But in time I was able to exert far greater control.”

“I knew Draco wasn’t that good at duelling,” Harry said. “It was you, wasn’t it? Whispering, giving him tips, making him better at … well, everything.” No wonder Draco had been so weird all year – he’d had Voldemort in his head. “And it was you stealing from the alchemical supply cupboard.” Harry glanced at the ritual circle, at the candles and other materials Draco-Voldemort had placed there. For what purpose exactly, Harry couldn’t say, but it certainly wasn’t anything good.

“He wanted to kill you, Harry,” Draco said – and it was Draco again, the tone different, his voice almost a whisper. Grey eyes. “I never wanted you dead—”

“Such powerful hatred this child had. Jealousy in abundance. I could use it, of course. Feed upon it. He thinks of you often. Powerful contradictions. It is how I learned of you, of who and what you are. It is curious that a mere child could best me,” Voldemort said, taking over once again. “When I first gained access to this child’s mind, I did not believe it. I, the great Lord Voldemort, laid low by a wretched babe? And yet it was a truth. And so I sought more information. I learned that we are more alike than—”

“We did that already,” Harry said, interrupting. He wasn’t about to listen to it over again, and this time from Draco’s mouth even if not his mind. “Last year when you were possessing Quirrell. ‘More alike than you know’, ‘both half-bloods in Slytherin’, blah blah blah. It was boring then and it’s boring now,” said Harry. “So let’s just cut to the point, shall we? You want to kill me; I don’t want to die.”

Draco-Voldemort smiled.

“I am not so unlike myself even in my diminished state, it seems,” he said. He lifted his wand – Draco’s wand – and pointed it at Harry. Before he cast anything, though, Lucius Malfoy came running from around a stack of books and stopped just short of the ritual circle around the throne.

“Draco! Please, you must—” Lucius stopped talking when he saw the crown upon Draco’s head. “Oh, my stupid, stupid boy… what have you done?”

“Father! Father, please, I need you—” shouted Draco, a strangled, desperate plea. His manner changed, he shifted within his place on the throne and gained a crazed, frightened look in his eyes.

It lasted only moments, and then the casual, cool and detached, stance was back. Voldemort – or whatever was inside the Diadem – had regained control.

“Ah. Lucius Malfoy. I tried so hard to recruit your father, Abraxas. Did you know this?” asked Voldemort. “I never thought I would count his son among my followers. Kneel before your Lord.”

Lucius hesitated.

“I—you are not my Lord. You are a curse upon the Diadem, placed there by my Lord to protect it from harm. Leave my son at once! He is protected by your creator, the true Dark Lord,” Lucius managed to say eventually.

Draco-Voldemort turned and pointed his wand at Lucius instead of Harry.

“I said kneel.”

Lucius dropped to his knees immediately, and Harry started to back away from the scene. He didn’t want to get caught with a spell, and with Voldemort distracted…

“You are naught but a construct,” Lucius struggled to say. “A servant created by my Lord to defend his treasures.”

“You know nothing,” spat Voldemort. “I am your Lord. What you have served is but a pale imitation of me, a wretched madman who lurks in the darkness. A wizard so great he is beaten by a child. A mistake. When I am done with the ritual you see before you, when I have consumed the body of this pitiful child and remade it in my image, returned to my full power, I will attend to your so-called Lord.” Voldemort laughed. “But first, I will have the respect I am due.”

Harry ducked behind a crumbly statue and groaned inwardly. He would have been happy to sneak off and find Dumbledore – anyone, really – had Voldemort not said he was planning to kill Draco. Or eat him, anyway, and it seemed like a time-sensitive affair. Draco was an arsehole, but he didn’t deserve to be turned into Voldemort’s newest body.

And even if he did, Harry didn’t particularly want a new Voldemort walking around. He wasn’t sure how it worked, or even what was happening, but he was sure that whatever it was would be bad news for Harry.

So Harry had to figure out how to stop it.

“Bow to your Lord, Lucius,” said Voldemort.

“No! I will not!” shouted Lucius. “Unhand my son!”

Harry glanced around the statue for a look at what was happening. Lucius struggled to his feet, Voldemort’s Imperius Curse broken. He gestured with his wand and blew out the candles ringing the ritual site.

“You are a fool,” Voldemort said. “The ritual proceeds—it cannot be stopped now. I will have you watch as your son is taken from you. And then you will serve me!”

Lucius pointed his wand at the legs of the chair and shot at it with a Blasting Curse. The legs exploded into a rain of sharp splinters and the piece of Voldemort controlling Draco slid from the chair and went clattering to the floor. He followed it up with another spell, cast non-verbally, but Draco-Voldemort batted it away with his wand as if it were nothing.

Lucius writhed on the ground as Voldemort placed him under the Cruciatus Curse – at least until Voldemort’s posture changed, and Voldemort was no longer in control.

“Father!” screamed Draco. He dropped to his knees and nudged the now unconscious Lucius. “Please, I’m sorry—I can’t take off the Diadem. He won’t let me. Please, you have to get away…” The black veins emanating from the Diadem pulsed, twisted, and Harry realised Voldemort was taking over again.

“I really hope I don’t regret this,” Harry muttered to himself. He came out from behind the statue and whistled to get Voldemort’s attention. This piece of Voldemort was disconnected from the main one, and although Harry didn’t know quite when the split had happened, he assumed it would have to have been before that Hallowe’en night or he would have known about Harry.

Which meant that Harry knew some things this version of Voldemort didn’t.

“Oi!” Harry said. “Forget about new bodies and making Lucius Malfoy squirm. You haven’t heard why I was able to defeat you as a baby, have you? I don’t mean what everyone thinks happened—I mean what really happened.” He paused for a bit of extra drama, knowing that Voldemort – in all his iterations – had a flair for the dramatic. “There’s a prophecy.”

Voldemort whipped Draco’s head around at the mention of a prophecy, though kept the wand pointed at Lucius Malfoy.

“You lie.”

“Nah. I only lie when it’s more useful than telling the truth,” Harry said. “There really is a prophecy. It says I’ll kill you.”

“I cannot be killed,” Voldemort said, though there was hesitation, some uncertainty, in the voice he shared with Draco.

“You’ve been killed at least once,” Harry said. “You just didn’t stay dead. But that’s fine—I’ll keep on killing you until you do.” Harry shrugged. “The prophecy says I kill you, but it doesn’t say how many times.”

Voldemort snarled. The expression was odd, a merger of Draco’s features with Voldemort’s behaviour. He lashed out with Draco’s wand, but Harry ducked back behind the statue. A set of iron manacles clashed to the floor just beyond him.

Harry thought that if he could get Voldemort – and Draco’s body – outside of the ritual circle it might disrupt the ritual enough to put a halt to it, buy Draco some time. The possession clearly wasn’t complete, the merger messy. Draco was in there and fighting for control, at least some of the time. His jealousy of Harry might make things more difficult, but Lucius had been able to break out of Voldemort’s Imperius Curse, which suggested to Harry that what he saw in front of him was more than Draco, but still less than Voldemort. Voldemort’s knowledge and experience, perhaps, but limited by Draco. An amalgam. Something new, perhaps even something Harry could manage.

More Voldemort than Draco, to be sure, but Harry felt like he could manage that. He just had to avoid touching Draco, since the last time he’d touched someone possessed by Voldemort, they had burned to a crisp. Died. Hadn’t lasted half as long as a tea candle.

Perhaps he could make a break for it, lead Draco-Voldemort somewhere more public where Dumbledore could contain him.

He just had to get him out of the ritual circle first.

Harry ducked out from behind the statue.

“Flipendo!” Harry cried and cast a Knockback Hex at Voldemort to get him unbalanced. While Voldemort stumbled, Harry stepped out back into the path.

“You want to know who knows the full prophecy?” Harry asked. “Me and Dumbledore. And I know you’re afraid of him, so… So come get it!” he said and ran.

Fortunately for Harry the Room of Hidden Things had more than a thousand years’ worth of assorted tat, junk, and odds and ends piled haphazardly throughout in stacks, mounds, and every other shape imaginable. The end result was a sprawling, chaotic maze with dead ends and hidden paths – the perfect place to lead Voldemort-Draco on a merry chase while he thought of what else he could do.

Voldemort followed him. Harry had been worried he wouldn’t, but Harry knew Voldemort’s other incarnation placed a great value on prophecy and divination, so he’d hoped this other one was the same.

It seemed like he was right.

Voldemort didn’t bother following the paths exactly. Instead he blasted away obstacles and levitated things out of his way.

But this Voldemort was sloppy. He had none of the finesse Harry would have expected, or even the raw power behind his spells. Even as he cleared a path through the junk with his spells he caused avalanches. Closed older paths.

That, Harry could work with.

Harry dodged an angry yellow spell he didn’t recognise. With Voldemort casting it, it was certainly nothing good. He chanced a glance back, then conjured some marbles behind him in the hope that Voldemort slipped on them.

He didn’t.

Worth a try. Harry ducked under a leaning statue.

Voldemort didn’t bother – he smashed it to smithereens and dashed through the gap it left while Harry scarpered.

Voldemort’s aim was better than Draco’s. His spells stronger, too, but not by so much that Harry could see what everyone had feared about the so-called Dark Lord. Which meant that Harry was right — Voldemort was being limited by Draco’s body, and possibly his soul, in ways more complex than it seemed on the surface. Voldemort scattered the junk in his way with a lazy sweep of Draco’s wand.

“Scared to stand and face me like a man, Harry?” Voldemort shouted after him as Harry skidded around the corner of a particularly wobbly stack of broken desks. “I am disappointed.”

“Positively quaking in my boots,” said Harry. “Literally about to piss myself through sheer terror.” Harry rolled his eyes at the thought that he could be goaded into forgetting his plan like that. Harry felt like the further he got Voldemort away from the ritual circle, the better, and the Room of Hidden Things was nothing if not absurdly massive.

He doubted Voldemort would follow him outside the Room. But a merry chase around it while Harry thought of something else to do? That was doable.

Harry glanced over his shoulder. Voldemort was too close. But… there. 

“Flipendo!” Harry said, jerking his wand at the stack of desks just as Voldemort reached it. The desks tumbled, crashed to the ground with a thunderous clatter. Harry kept moving. Voldemort wouldn’t be kept away by a bunch of broken wood, at least not for long.

Voldemort blasted his way through the desks just as Harry ducked around the sharp corner created by a leaning pile of portrait frames.

“Ventus!” shouted Harry. A sharp jet of wind shot from the end of his wand and sent the portrait frames crashing every which way. Bits and pieces of gilded wood went flying everywhere as Voldemort blasted his way through Harry’s hastily toppled barrier like it was nothing.

“I tire of this,” declared Voldemort. With a dramatic flourish of Draco’s wand Voldemort conjured a great big snake in front of himself. Some sort of constrictor, although Harry wasn’t knowledgeable enough about snakes to identify the species. It was easily larger than any of the snakes Draco had conjured during the duelling.

“Ensnare him,” Voldemort commanded in Parseltongue to the snake. “I want him alive.”

“Er, don’t, actually,” Harry said to the snake. “Just go… er… do what you want. There’s probably rats you can eat here, somewhere. Over there.” He waved his hand vaguely.

The snake looked between Harry and Voldemort, clearly unsure what to do. Conjuring an animal gave the conjurer absolutely no control over it, so Harry knew anything could happen. The snake said nothing. In the end it slithered off in the direction Harry had indicated, though whether because it was following Harry’s order or because of the promise of rats, he couldn’t say.

But it didn’t matter.

Voldemort snarled, the sound all Draco. For a moment Harry thought he saw a flash of something behind Draco’s eyes, a return to his usual grey colour, although it was gone instantly, replaced by Voldemort’s red tinged iris.

“What secrets you keep,” Voldemort said. “I shall enjoy ripping them from your mind.”

That gave Harry an idea.

“I’m like you, except I’m not a genocidal racist murderer,” Harry said with a little shrug. ”Anything you can do, I can do better. And that goes triple for Draco.” It was a hollow boast, as Harry knew there were myriad things Voldemort was a master at and which Harry had never even tried to do, but he had the measure of what sort of man Voldemort was and knew he would respond poorly to such a thing. And Draco would be furious at the thought, so perhaps the combination of emotions would be enough to disrupt the possession in a way more useful to Harry. “You really did get saddled with a shit host. If I were you I’d be worried.”

Harry’s jibe had exactly his intended effect as Voldemort contorted Draco’s mouth into a series of apoplectic snarls. More than that, Draco’s eyes flashed between his usual grey and Voldemort’s red. Harry took advantage of the momentary confusion to cast his flashbang, and followed it up with a Knockback Hex. Draco staggered backwards, but Voldemort took over and deflected the hex away with an easy, fluid movement.

“Children’s games!” Voldemort said. “This ends—”

Harry ignored him. He cast a Bludgeoning Hex at Draco’s arms. Then another at his legs. Voldemort knocked away the first of Harry’s Bludgeoning Hexes with an easy, almost lazy motion, but the second connected with Draco’s legs in a sickening crack. Voldemort-in-Draco crumpled to the floor.

Harry didn’t waste any time.

“Expelliarmus!”

Voldemort jerked Draco’s wand upwards and a pillar of stone from the room’s floor shot up in front of Harry’s Disarming Charm, blocking it. Voldemort cast a violent purple spell which Harry dodged, although it went careening into the cauldrons behind him, melting them into a shower of molten iron.

Harry rolled away. By the time he righted himself Voldemort had got back to his feet, healed his leg, and was advancing.

Voldemort tried to cast another spell, but this one backfired, sending soot and smoke out instead of whatever he’d intended.

A chance.

Harry tried all the spells he’d mastered over the course of the year – a Pimple Jinx, the Knockback Hex, even another Bludgeoning Hex and a Scalping Hex – to slow Voldemort’s advance. It didn’t work. Voldemort knocked aside each and every one of them. He might not have been able to muster the sorts of arcane power he could in his own body, but he could still make short work of Harry’s schoolboy spells.

Harry backed away slowly. He knew it wouldn’t make a difference – the only route out was blocked by melted cauldrons – but he couldn’t just stay put for Voldemort to get him.

Voldemort sliced the air with Draco’s wand and Harry felt a wet tingling all across his chest. He chanced a look down and saw his robes were ripped. At first blood dripped from a tight, almost imperceptible, wound but it soon started gushing.

Ah, fuck, Harry thought. He pushed the panic away. He could – would have to – deal with that later.  The more pressing concern was getting that stupid crown off Draco’s head and knocking Voldemort unconscious. In that order, and without Harry physically touching Draco.

Easy peasy.

Harry scanned the junk at either side of him for something to help him carry out his plan. The Diadem seemed quite well attached to Draco’s head, but perhaps if Harry knocked it about in the right way it would fall off. It was worth a try, at least. The only things around were a massive stack of board games, a chipped bust of some old wizard, and a sculpture that looked like the sort of modern art Vernon hated but loved to complain about.

Things that Harry could possibly use to pin Draco down, but not to remove the Diadem. Harry wracked his brain for something that could work. Anything.

A Summoning Charm?

“Accio Diadem!” Harry said, his wanted pointed right at the crown sat atop Draco’s head. Nothing happened. “Ah, shit…”

But there was another spell Harry thought he could try.

“Wingardium leviosa!” Harry said, and aimed right for the Diadem sat upon Draco’s head. It shot up – with rather more resistance than Harry would have thought – although that didn’t seem to end Voldemort’s possession of Draco. Draco’s eyes were still tinged with Voldemort’s red, although a strange and dark miasma followed the Diadem into the air.

“Foolish boy. I am no longer confined to this tarnished crown; I have made this body my own,” said Voldemort. He sent a swift Knockback at Harry, sending him crashing into the wall of melted cauldrons behind him. Harry hit with a stomach-curdling crunch. He’d broken something. Many somethings, even. Harry wheezed. His wand fell from his hand.

The Diadem dropped to the floor; Harry’s spell broken. Voldemort didn’t move to pick it up. Instead he walked towards Harry.

Harry groped around for his wand. As he did so he saw Lucius Malfoy, recovered enough from his torture at the hands of Voldemort to creep, limping, towards the Diadem where it sat on the ground. Malfoy picked up the Diadem and turned it over in his hands, then shouted for Voldemort’s attention.

“Dark Lord. My Lord. Please, give Draco back his body,” he said. He kept hold of the crown, its dark miasma spreading over his hands like a poisonous smoke. “Take mine instead. I give my life so that you may live yours once more. All I ask is that you return to my son his body.”

Voldemort stopped in his tracks and then turned on his heel to face Lucius. Despite his words about no longer being confined to the Diadem, Harry knew it had to have some connection. The dark cloud around it, visible of course but palpable to Harry’s sense for magic, alone would have told Harry that, but the way Voldemort-in-Draco looked at it told Harry far more.

Harry glanced down at his chest. Red. Blood everywhere. It still flowed, showed no sign of stopping. He didn’t want to die in a hidden room. He needed to find his wand, knew it was somewhere on the floor next to him… Hoped it hadn’t rolled too far away.

“For what purpose will you sacrifice your life for the boy’s?” Voldemort asked. “He is likely dead even should I leave. I have taken much from him.”

Lucius shook his head.

“He is my son. If there is a chance, please, my Lord. I ask of you: let him go. Take me instead.”

Harry leaned to one side. Fumbled around on the floor for his wand.

“A father’s love,” sneered Voldemort. “A weakness. But I will give you this. This… favour. Take the Diadem and place it on your head,” Voldemort-in-Draco commanded Lucius. “Then repeat my words…”

Harry grasped his wand handle. He had one chance to disrupt whatever Lucius and Voldemort were doing. One chance to hopefully stop this shard of Voldemort from possessing anyone. He just had to time it right.

Something was happening with Draco’s body. As Lucius spoke words – not in Latin, but some other language Harry had never studied or even heard before – Draco relaxed. The miasma around the Diadem focused itself around Lucius, up his arms and swirled about his head.

Harry shook the warm, fuzzy feeling around his brain away and concentrated on the chipped bust and sculpture next to Draco and Lucius. If he died, he could do it after stopping Voldemort. He just… he just needed…

He waited just a moment and then cast a powerful Knockback Hex, sending the objects flying into Draco and Lucius.

They both went sprawling onto the ground, Draco pinned by the sculpture, and whatever ritual they’d been performing interrupted.

Harry struggled to get to his feet but slid right back down to the floor. He grasped his wand and prepared to cast a body-bind on Lucius and Draco – more for whichever of them was hosting Voldemort than any desire to tie them up themselves – but fumbled the spell.

Everything went black.
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Harry woke to the sound of chanting. Low, droning, and monotonous, Lucius Malfoy stood, eyes closed with his hands clasped to the sides of his head, chanting in that strange language Harry had never heard before. The murky miasma from the Diadem was clustered around Lucius’s head, whirling about like a sickly vortex.

Definitely bad news.

No one seemed interested in Harry. Although to be fair, there was only really Lucius there – Draco was silent, motionless, on the floor next to the statue Harry had dropped on him. And Voldemort… Voldemort was presumably inside the Diadem.

Or inside Lucius; Harry wasn’t sure how far along the ritual was.


  Shit. Shit shit shit shit shit.


Harry struggled to get to his feet.

Pain. Unimaginable pain. Harry slid back to the ground, hissing. He’d fucked it. Everything had gone wrong, and in the most spectacular of ways. He had to… he had to…

Harry took a sharp, shallow breath. Regretted it immediately – the tug of his chest opened the wound again. More blood.

But he still had his wand. He could… there was always an option… Harry just needed to find it.

Harry steadied himself. He didn’t want to risk lifting his arm, not when simply breathing caused such a reaction. But what to do? He had to interrupt the ritual again. He’d done it once. Twice, he supposed, although dropping a statue onto Draco-Voldemort had been only temporary.

At least Lucius didn’t seem to be paying attention to Harry. He’d recovered from being knocked over by the statue, which was admittedly not ideal, but rather than see to Harry, he’d gone right back to the ritual. Or whatever it was he was doing with the Diadem.

Could Harry use that?

Lucius was an awful person. Perhaps even evil, although Harry wasn’t sure he wanted to be throwing that word around willy-nilly. But his one positive trait – at least as far as Harry had seen – was that he really did love Draco. Was willing to not only give his life to save his son’s but serve as a host for Voldemort. Body and mind, life and soul, and all for the chance at Draco surviving.

Harry glanced at Draco. He seemed to be alive. He looked to be breathing, at least, even if it was shallow. But the marks on his head… the thick, snaking lines and the band around his forehead where the Diadem had been hadn’t gone anywhere.

This is taking too long, Harry thought, frustrated. He couldn’t afford to wait. If he died here, in the Room of Hidden Things, Lucius would escape with Voldemort inside him and nobody would ever know. But Harry couldn’t simply sneak out of the Room either, as the only way out – especially given Harry’s injury – was through Lucius. So if he did nothing, Lucius would escape and Harry would probably still die anyway. Or be killed.

That was… unsettling. More than unsettling. But Harry pushed the thoughts away. He could come to grips with his mortality later… if there was a later.

Harry didn’t think there was a way out of this where Harry escaped and Lucius didn’t. If Harry was going to get out – to survive for later, to tell Dumbledore about what had happened, whatever – then that would mean Lucius and Draco got out, too. Unless Harry could stun Lucius… but he didn’t have any practise with the Stupefying Charm. He wasn’t at all sure he could even pull off the spell – not even under normal circumstances. And Lucius, partially possessed by the bit of Voldemort inside the Diadem, might prove resistant to that anyway.

His gambit with the statue had only worked a little bit, and temporarily at that. A well-placed Knockback could cause an avalanche of the various bits of junk surrounding the three of them, but that had the potential to harm Harry, too, and then they’d be right back where they started – all three of them stuck in the Room of Hidden Things at an impasse.

Although… Harry thought, maybe that’s not so bad. Tracey and Ernie knew where he’d be, and Harry had told Fred to get Dumbledore, so presumably help was on the way. He just needed to stall, prevent the ritual from reaching completion, and make sure nobody died.


  Well, when I say it like that, sounds easy…


More chanting. Lucius kept at it, repeating the same phrases over and over again, his eyes closed and his fist clenched around his wand. The foul miasma whirling around his body seemed to get smaller and smaller, although it wasn’t happening quickly. So that meant there was time. A little time, anyway.

Harry chanced lifting his wand. Immediately he wished he hadn’t – pain searing through his chest, up into his shoulders. Throbbing, stabbing… and blood.

Pain means you’re still alive, Harry thought. Could be worse.

Harry dropped his arm. Took a deep breath.

Lucius hadn’t even noticed him. Or if he had, he was worrying about much more than just Harry. The elder Malfoy seemed intent on completing the ritual, on transferring the possession from Draco to himself. Short of attacking him, Harry didn’t think there was anything he could do to distract Lucius, and though he was more than willing to do that, he didn’t think his body was up to the task.

None of the more dangerous spells, anyway.

But Lucius had shown a willingness to sacrifice everything to save Draco. Would he do so again? Well, it was an avenue for attack, anyway. Target Draco, make Lucius decide between continuing the ritual and protecting his son… and Harry could go from there. And there was always the chance Lucius decided to cut and run, especially if he could get away without completing the ritual.

Lots of ifs. Lots of really miniscule chances that he was right. That Harry could manage even the very basic plan he’d come up with.

It would have to do.

Plan decided, at least in its general shape, Harry turned his attention to the specifics. He couldn’t manage anything fancy – with his injury, that was going to be impossible. He didn’t think he could manage any of the spells which used more intricate manoeuvres.

Which left… a staggeringly small collection of spells, but they were all spells Harry knew very well. The Knockback Hex. The Levitation Spell. He could probably pull off a Summoning Charm and a Banishing Charm. The Rope-Conjuring Spell was out – much too complex a wand motion. More’s the pity, as a tied-up Lucius would be much easier to deal with.

But the spells Harry could cast would have to be enough.

Harry took as deep a breath as he dared to gird himself, then forced himself to his feet. He replayed the same thought over and over in his head as a mantra – pain means you’re still alive. It helped. Harry lifted his wand.

“Flipendo!” he said. It worked, although the spell that hit Lucius Malfoy was weaker than any Knockback Harry had cast in quite some time. Malfoy jolted at the impact, opened his eyes and missed a beat in his chant.

But he didn’t move to respond. Instead, he resumed his chant, eyes open.

Right where I want you, Harry thought. Now…

With a great effort Harry turned towards the prone form of Draco. He leaned back against the pile of junk for some support, then pointed his wand at Draco.

“Levioso,” Harry said. Draco’s still form rose into the air and started to float away. “Accio!” said Harry, aiming for Draco’s robes. The Summoning Charm pulled Draco towards Harry, away from where Lucius stood with the Diadem. Then, when Draco had moved quite some distance, Harry cast again. “Depulso!” 

Draco went flying backwards, crashed into a stack of broken chairs.

And from Lucius… hesitation. It was clear as day that he wanted to stop the ritual. Take Draco and run. And as much as Harry felt like an arsehole for targeting an unconscious foe, his plan was working.

Harry took another deep breath and renewed the Levitation Spell. Summoned Draco towards himself – again – and then once more banished him into the stack of chairs.

“Stop the ritual,” Harry forced out after a few moments. “Stop, and I’ll stop. You don’t have to do this.”

More chanting. Faster, though. Was Lucius trying to finish it quicker?

Harry cast another Knockback at Lucius, then as Draco started to fall, another Levitation Spell. He was ready to boast he could keep it up all afternoon… but he knew that wasn’t true. Knew Malfoy would see it as the lie it was. Harry cast another barrage of spells at Draco, sent him twirling and cascading through the air.

And then… Lucius stopped chanting. With a jerk of his wand Lucius plucked Draco from the chaotic trajectory Harry had sent him on and drew him close.

“You’ll get what’s coming to you, Potter,” hissed Malfoy. Then, with a rough jerk of his wand, Harry went careening into the wall of junk.

Lucius ran.

While Harry dealt with the pain from that, bits and pieces of the haphazardly stacked construction came tumbling down around him, and he was once again knocked unconscious.

*

Harry awoke later to find himself alone, sticky and covered in blood, and with a sharp, persistent throb in his chest where Voldemort had cut him. The bleeding had stopped, but Harry didn’t feel much like standing regardless. Harry glanced around the room to check for signs of Draco and Lucius, but both Malfoys were gone. The only thing to show where they had been was the sculpture Harry had knocked over, smashed to pieces and moved from where it had fallen on top of Draco.

Draco and Lucius had gone, the Diadem – and that piece of Voldemort hidden inside it – taken with them. Presumably inside Lucius. He struggled to his feet, then wobbled and fell back against the cauldrons melted by Voldemort’s spell. His boots stuck to the congealed blood pooled on the floor, and the room spun.

Harry took a few more moments to steady himself, then thought about what to do next. He didn’t know how long he’d been stuck in the Room of Hidden Things – easily twenty minutes spent looking for and then fighting with Draco-Voldemort, and however long he’d been unconscious, added to the walk up to the seventh floor from the duelling arena in the first place. The Room of Hidden Things had windows, but they were enchanted windows that seemed to show the same time of day at all times, so Harry couldn’t gauge the time of day by that. The blood on the floor, and the weakness Harry felt all throughout his body, suggested to him that he’d been out of commission for quite some time. That meant Lucius and Draco and Voldemort were well on their way to Malfoy Manor, if not already there. Assuming that’s where they’d gone, at least.

So Harry had to find Dumbledore.

The duelling tournament would have been finished by then, even if Harry had only been unconscious a few moments while Lucius and Draco made their escape. Depending on how long Harry had been knocked out, the castle could be bustling, filled to the brim with people … or they could all be still at the arena listening to the press.

Harry didn’t have his Cloak, so couldn’t make his way to Dumbledore’s office invisible. He’d have to chance being seen.

Assuming he could actually move. Leaning against the wall of melted cauldrons was difficult enough, and he hadn’t even tried to take a step. But he couldn’t just stay in the Room of Hidden Things forever. The longer he waited the weaker he would be, so Harry took a tentative step forwards.

So far, so good, Harry thought. He could have done without the constant, sharp stab all across his chest, but it was only pain. He could manage that. He’d been whacked by bludgers and all sorts of things in preparation for the flying events all year – a little cut wouldn’t stop him. More worrying was the dizziness and the lack of focus whenever he looked at anything. He felt as if he didn’t have his glasses on, but he did.

Harry leaned against the more stable-looking collections of junk as he hobbled his way out of the Room of Hidden Things. He couldn’t quite remember the route he’d taken from the ritual circle, and he had absolutely no idea how he’d reached the ritual circle in the first place. But he still had to get out of the room, so he plodded onwards. The maze-like interior of the Room of Hidden Things had been a boon to Harry as he lured Draco-Voldemort away from the ritual circle, but now it seemed like it would thwart Harry’s own attempt to leave.

Harry took a moment to rest against a battered four-poster bed piled with all sorts of junk. He breathed as deep as he dared given the sore and not-entirely congealed gash in his chest.

“So stupid,” Harry muttered to himself between breaths. He should have gone to Dumbledore about his concerns. Should have said something to Fred Weasley to get Dumbledore if Harry didn’t come back. Should have stunned Lucius instead of just using a Knockback. Should have done any number of things, really. Harry sighed. Harry wished he’d known, wished he’d have thought…

“But if wishes were kneazles we’d all have kittens,” he muttered. There was no point dwelling on it. He’d assumed Draco had been doing something suspicious and had been right.  He hadn’t assumed that suspicious thing was letting Voldemort live in his head. But then, it wasn’t Harry’s fault he didn’t know that wizards could do whatever Voldemort had done and hide part of himself in a stupid crown.

Harry wobbled and stumbled his way through the Room of Hidden Things, going nowhere fast. Every few steps Harry had to stop and rest, the combination of pain and fatigue too much.

And then he heard voices. Voices from inside the Room, but which weren’t Draco or Lucius Malfoy.

“Harry!” shouted one of them. “Harry? Are you hurt?”

“Harry, mate! Please answer!”

Tracey and Ernie. They’d somehow figured out the trick to opening the door. That was… good. Great, even.

“I’m here!” Harry shouted, although it came out more of a croak. “By the—there’s a—pile of broken desks…”

“That’s hardly the helpful hint you think it is, Potter,” scoffed a third voice. Snape. Not exactly who Harry had wanted to see but given the circumstances he didn’t think he could be too picky.

Harry took a few moments to catch his breath. Glanced around for some sort of landmark, some visual aid he could use to direct his friends and Snape to where he was… but in a room filled with endless piles of the same sorts of junk, that was hard.

But he didn’t need one. He still had his wand. He could send up a shower of sparks. That was easy enough, barely even magic. He just had to lift his arm…

Harry tried. Failed. A sharp pain all through his chest, up his shoulder and down his arm.

“Harry?” shouted Tracey. “Are you alright?”

“Not… really,” Harry managed after a few moments. “I’ve been better. I’m going to try sparks, just… hang on.”

Lifting his entire arm was out. Harry knew that now. But he could angle the wand and shoot sparks as high as they could go, and that would have to be enough. And if it wasn’t, well… the Room of Hidden Things wasn’t infinite in its dimensions, so they’d find him eventually.

Harry shot bright green sparks from his wand, kept it going as long as he could.

“There!” shouted Ernie. “Professor, he’s this way!”

“Do not approach him without me, Macmillan!” Snape said, but neither Tracey nor Ernie listened, and Harry was soon met by Tracey. A few moments later, from a different direction, Ernie.

“Harry!” Tracey said. “You’re alr—” and the she stopped. “Oh, no…”

“My God! Your chest!” said Ernie.

They both rushed to support him. Harry leaned into them and let them take some of the weight off.

“I’m fine. Really. But I need Dumbledore,” Harry said eventually. “Draco was—it’s hard to explain. Where is he?”

Tracey and Ernie shared a look.

“Mate, it’s all gone a bit mad,” Ernie said. “After you and Draco both failed to turn up for the bout there was this massive fuss. They disqualified you and Draco, then there was a big argument over who to push through… they had Granger and some bloke from Beauxbatons replace you in the end, something to do with the points. Then Fred Weasley managed to get Dumbledore and Dumbledore got up to go somewhere, so… so…”

“So we had to go and tell him everything we knew,” Tracey said when Ernie didn’t finish. “He knew how to open the Room—it’s called the Room of Requirement—but it has different rooms inside, see, and unless you know the right one, you can’t open it. That’s why we couldn’t—But then… well, by the time we found him and we got past the Aurors and all that, it was already…”

“Lucius Malfoy came tearing through the castle carrying Draco, see. He looked half-dead,” said Ernie. He paused. “There was something wrong with his face… but everyone saw, because by then the duelling was over. He ran out onto the grounds, but I think some of the photographers got him… Dumbledore sent Hagrid after them, but I don’t think he found them in time because they haven’t come back. The Minister was here as well, but he left not long after the Malfoys did.”

Harry groaned. A promising day had turned into a disaster of proportions unparalleled in Harry’s academic career thus far.

“Dumbledore sent us here with Snape to get you out of the Room,” Tracey continued. “Because of all the Ministry officials about, he couldn’t just… well, with what happened. It’s going to be a major scandal.” Tracey lowered her voice and they stopped walking for a moment. “Snape wanted to lock down the whole school, but Dumbledore said no. So we’re supposed to stay on the lawns or in the main courtyard…”

As the three of them waited for Snape, Ernie leaned over and spoke quietly.

“Mate, your aunt is furious. Not at you, mind—but no one’s told her anything. They’ve just sent her to the Hospital Wing with your uncle and cousin. Just thought you should know.”

Harry hadn’t even considered that his aunt, uncle, and Sirius would still be at the castle. But then, of course they would be – there was no way his aunt would let herself get sent back to Hogsmeade with Harry missing.

“You foolish children!” Snape shouted at Ernie and Tracey. “I said to wait.”

“We just wanted to make sure he was okay, Professor,” Tracey said. “I didn’t think…”

“And if he was not alone? What then?” said Snape. He sighed, looked at Harry. “You are… yourself?” He conjured a stretcher for Harry and pushed Tracey and Ernie out of the way.

It hovered about waist height from the cool stone floor.

“Er, yes, sir,” Harry said. A question about possession? Just how much did Snape know, exactly?

“Look at me,” ordered Snape. Harry did.

After a few moments Snape seemed satisfied. He looked away.

“Lay, Potter,” directed Snape. “I shall not have it said I failed in my duties as your Head of House.” After a few moments of Harry doing nothing, Snape barked another command. “Now!”

Harry sat himself on the stretcher and laid himself out across it, even though he felt it entirely too much. He could probably have made it to the Hospital Wing without it, especially if he’d had the help from Tracey and Ernie. Once Harry had settled Snape cast a few wordless spells over him, and immediately started muttering to himself.

“Blood Replenishing Potions, at least three… Concussion…”

Snape sighed. Without another word he started to walk away and Harry’s stretcher – along with Tracey and Ernie – followed after him.

The route back to the entrance to the Room of Requirement was circuitous, although fortunately less so than the one Harry had taken on the way in. And at least there was Snape, ready to vanish or levitate or otherwise deal with anything particularly tricky, and they were soon back into the castle proper.

Snape chose a route through the castle that was, mercifully, mostly free of people. The Gryffindors had evidently been cowed well enough by Snape’s presence near their Tower entrance to stay well away, but as they descended through the castle the corridors grew busier, and Harry wished Dumbledore had locked down the whole school.

“Oh my God,” Harry heard one girl say as they passed through the corridor. “All that blood…”

“Fifteen points from Ravenclaw, Miss Gloome! This is neither the lawn nor the main courtyard!” said Snape. The girl gasped and then scurried away, but Harry knew that was it – by dinnertime the entire school and their parents and whoever else they sent letters to would know that Harry Potter had been involved in something bloody.

Literally.

It wouldn’t take very long at all for people to link Harry’s bloodied appearance and Lucius Malfoy’s escape from the castle carrying Draco. And it would of course generate all sorts of rumours that would get nowhere near to the truth, although the truth was quite strange.

Snape sent Tracey and Ernie ahead to clear the way, and Harry saw nobody else on his way to the Hospital Wing.

Far from the serene calm Harry associated with Madam Pomfrey’s domain, inside the Hospital Wing was chaos. Petunia stood shouting at a pale-faced and tired-looking Auror while Vernon – usually the louder and more argumentative of the two – attempted to calm her down. Dumbledore, Professor Moody, and Miss Tonks stood discussing something, while Madam Pomfrey flitted from cabinet to cabinet busying herself.

Sirius – still Polyjuiced into Dudley – sat silently in a chair facing the doors to the Hospital Wing. He stood up as soon as he saw Harry.

“Harry!”

Everything stopped at Sirius’s words. Madam Pomfrey stopped moving linens from one cupboard to another. Dumbledore stopped mid-sentence. Even Petunia stopped shouting to look at Harry.

The silence lasted only the briefest of moments before everyone started speaking at once.

“Where have you been?” shrieked Petunia.

“That’s a lot of blood,” said Vernon, usually red face drained all colour.

“Potter, the Auror Office and the Ministry has questions for you regarding—” said the Auror.

“Perhaps now is not the time,” suggested Dumbledore to the Auror.

“Quiet!” shrieked Madam Pomfrey. “Out, out! All of you! There is an injured child!” She brandished her wand at the others in the Hospital Wing, and all of them – from Dumbledore to the Auror, even Petunia and Vernon – acquiesced, and started to flood out of the room. Before Harry’s aunt and uncle and Sirius got out of the door, she relented. “The family may stay.”

Pomfrey took over Harry’s stretcher and offloaded him onto one of the Hospital Wing beds. Petunia and Vernon lingered at the edge, clearly unwilling to risk the end of an irate mediwitch’s wand, although Sirius did step a bit closer.

Dumbledore lingered at the door.

“Stabilise him, Poppy. Make him comfortable. See to his wound. But I will be back later tonight,” Dumbledore said before he left the Hospital Wing. Madam Pomfrey frowned but said nothing. When Dumbledore had gone, she administered a foul-tasting potion to Harry wordlessly.

Within moments, Harry was once again asleep.

*

When Harry woke up again later the lights had dimmed in the Hospital Wing, and the only people inside were his aunt Petunia and Madam Pomfrey. The windows showed only the dark night sky, so Harry knew it was well past the usual curfew. He’d slept through the day.

“Oh! You’re awake!” said Madam Pomfrey. “It must be time for another Blood Replenishing Potion… just a moment, please!” She hurried away to the little chamber where she kept the stronger potions and left Harry alone with his aunt.

“The cut…” said Petunia from beside Harry’s bed. “It was so… big.” She stared down at where the cut would have been on Harry’s chest, although it had gone now, and he was covered by the Hospital Wing blankets. Still, he felt strangely on show. Self-conscious, almost. “Poppy fixed it in seconds. Magic, I know. But for someone more used to… well.”

Petunia stared off in the direction Madam Pomfrey had gone for a few moments.

“What happened, Harry? They haven’t said anything. But you didn’t come to your match, and I knew something was wrong then, because you were so excited for it… you know, we were excited to see it after the last ones. But then you didn’t come, and Dumbledore went off somewhere, and then that man came through with your … friend. When Dumbledore got back he sent all of the press away, but they had already taken photographs…”

Harry turned to look at his aunt. Her eyes were red, her makeup had run.

“It’s really complicated, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said, his voice creaky. “But, er… Draco didn’t turn up first. When we were waiting in the waiting room to go on, I mean. But I knew where he was, because I’ve been… well…”

“Mrs Dursley,” said Dumbledore suddenly. “Petunia. Might I ask that you give me some time with your nephew? There are things we must discuss which would be … safer … for you not to know. Legally and practically speaking.”

Petunia scowled at the sight of Dumbledore, grasped the edge of Harry’s blankets so tight her knuckles went white.

“I hardly think now is appropriate, nor do I think it suitable for you to meet with my nephew alone after such an injury, not to mention that his legal guardian should not be kept unaware of—”

Harry grasped Petunia’s hand.

“It’s alright, Aunt Petunia. I’ll tell you everything later. I promise. But it really will be safer if you don’t know. Please.”

Harry didn’t want his aunt to get pulled too deeply into Voldemort’s shit. Muggles had weaker mental defences than wizards, and had nothing in the way of abilities to defend against magic regardless. It would put her in danger to know too much. And legally speaking, well… Dumbledore probably intended to weave all sorts of lies to the Ministry. Better to keep his family out of that.

Petunia looked from Dumbledore to Harry, the scowl never leaving her face. But eventually she stood.

“I’ll be waiting just outside,” she said, and she left the Hospital Wing.

Dumbledore took her vacant seat.

“Explain,” Dumbledore said. His tone was stern, far sterner than he usually was. “I have spoken with Miss Davis and Mr Macmillan. I have even spoken with Sirius on his role in this affair. I have visited the Room of Hidden Things and looked at the ritual circle. Now it is your turn to explain. So, explain this afternoon’s mess, and the events which led to it, if you will.”

Harry didn’t know where to begin. A lot had happened. To properly explain how he’d got to the Hospital Wing that evening… well, he’d have to go right back to the summer. To the Quidditch World Cup.

“I met the Malfoys at the World Cup in the summer,” Harry said. “I was there with Ernie—Macmillan. We met up with Theodore Nott, and he said that Draco had been really weird over the summer. I didn’t think much of it, to be honest, but then when I saw the Malfoys, they all looked… weird. I’d never met Lucius or Draco’s mum before, so I didn’t—well there wasn’t much to go on. But Lucius looked really stressed and Draco was just… weird.” Harry shrugged. He explained to Dumbledore what Theodore had said about Draco acting strangely, about not being allowed to visit Malfoy Manor, about everything surrounding Draco and the elder Malfoys’ weirdness. About Sinistrus Nott visiting the Manor at all hours.

“I see,” Dumbledore said after a prolonged pause from Harry. “There is more, of course.”

“Er, yeah—right,” Harry said. “So, all that in the summer, and then there was… well… this year on the way to school we were all—all of us in Viper Group I mean—meant to sit together on the train. Daphne wanted… well, that doesn’t matter. But we were supposed to sit together on the train, only when it came time, Draco didn’t want to. Vince and Greg—Crabbe and Goyle—were with him too. And he took Pansy and Victoria with him as well. Daphne was upset, but I didn’t mind to be honest, since I don’t really like any of them. I just thought we were drifting apart as a group, you know… but then Theodore said… Well, he said that Mr Crabbe and Mr Goyle had been visiting Malfoy Manor too.”

“You say that you had knowledge of secret meetings of Death Eaters at Malfoy Manor as early as September and you did not think to inform me?” interrupted Dumbledore.

Harry leaned back. Put like that, it sounded obvious that Dumbledore would have wanted to know. But at the time… well, at the time it hadn’t sounded quite so bad. Lucius Malfoy was officially innocent, and Crabbe and Goyle senior had never actually gone to trial. Sinistrus Nott had never even had any charges levelled against him. Harry just hadn’t thought…

“When you put it like that,” Harry said. “I just… I didn’t know they were… I mean, I’d heard the rumours, obviously, but… I didn’t think there was much to go on.” It sounded a poor excuse. It was a poor excuse. Harry had assumed the worst from the moment he’d heard it – and had been right. If he’d just gone to Dumbledore…

Dumbledore peered over the rim of his half-moon glasses at Harry.

“Moving forward, assume I am always interested in the movements of known and suspected Death Eaters,” he said. His tone was even, not especially harsh… and yet Harry knew his words for the rebuke that they were. “I will decide whether such information is worth my consideration.”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said. “Of course.”

“Continue.”

“Well, er… after that there wasn’t much to go on, to be honest. Theodore said about it, and then Draco was acting weird. Then all the Triwizard stuff happened. And Draco was—I know this is going to sound a bit petty—but Draco was really good at duelling. Like, better than he should have been. So that was when I thought something was definitely up. And he was asking strange questions in lessons as well, especially in Moo—Professor Moody’s lessons.”

“Yes, Alastor did mention,” murmured Dumbledore. “Of course, neither of us was close to understanding why.”

“So I thought all that was unusual, since it’s not really like Draco to… well… but when he started missing lessons and flight training and everything else I started following him to try and see what he was up to. That’s when I found out about the Room of Requirement—but I didn’t know what it was then. Me, Tracey, and Ernie were trying to figure out what Draco was doing in there, then we were going to come to tell you about it. Actually, I was planning on telling you today after the duelling, only… well…” Harry looked down at himself. At the thin sheet covering his chest, where he had a new scar ready and waiting for him to get used to. “This all happened. I’m sorry. I was stupid; I should have—”

“What’s done is done,” said Dumbledore. “Let this be a lesson. If we can salvage something from this sorry affair, let it be an understanding of what we must do moving forward.”

“I will, Professor. So then before the finals today… Draco was there for the third round. He was in the waiting room with me and Fred—Weasley—even though he wasn’t talking much. But then not long before our duel he disappeared. I went to get him—I thought I could catch up to him and make him go to our duel. But he was gone. Then Lucius Malfoy caught up to me and forced me to take him to where Draco was…”

Although Harry hadn’t exactly tried hard to get away. He’d co-operated, even.

“He tried using the Imperius Curse on me, Professor,” Harry said. “Could we use my memories as proof of it? If we wanted to press charges, I mean? And he even admitted he was working for Voldemort. Well, sort of—I said about it and his answer was basically that he was. But, sir, Voldemort and Wormtail are both at Malfoy Manor. Lucius told me that Draco was given a—a mission, I suppose, this year. He was supposed to get this Diadem thingy from the Room and bring it back to Voldemort.”

“The Diadem of Ravenclaw?” said Dumbledore softly. “A delicate crown? Did you see it?” Harry’s question went unanswered.

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Draco was wearing it. But it was… well… it was cursed. I didn’t know it was an artefact from Ravenclaw. But Voldemort did something to it. He was… it was sort of… Professor, Voldemort was using it to possess Draco. That’s why Draco was being weird all year. But it wasn’t actually… I know this is going to sound stupid but it wasn’t the Voldemort I saw last year. It was a different one. Is that even possible?”

Silence. Dumbledore leaned back in his chair. More silence.

“I told you last year of a magic so Dark, so unspeakably foul that it is forbidden to talk about. I believe you have witnessed its fruits,” Dumbledore said eventually. “It is possible for a wizard to hide a portion of his soul inside an object. We call such a thing a horcrux. It is, I must reiterate, an abominably evil creation. I have feared for some time that this is what Voldemort has done, the reason why he persists as a spiritous entity… and I believe that you have confirmed this fear.”

“Shit,” Harry said. That didn’t sound at all good.

“Shit indeed,” said Dumbledore.

“He was possessing Draco,” Harry continued, “and we fought. I don’t think the possession was really working that well, though, because he wasn’t as strong as I’d have thought. I mean, he was obviously stronger than I am, that’s why I’m here with this new scar…” Harry said. He glanced down at his chest. “But… I think Lucius realised the possession hadn’t taken. So then he asked if Voldemort could leave Draco and possess Lucius instead. So then… around when that was happening… that’s when I dropped the statue on them, tried to stop the ritual or—or whatever it was. It worked for a bit, but I knocked us all out. When I woke up, Lucius was chanting in this weird language. I tried to stop him again, but it didn’t work, and that’s when he ran off. I think that’s… that’s everything, Professor.”

Harry sighed. Laid out like that, the whole sorry story seemed a tragedy of epic proportions, and one that could have been easily avoided. If Harry had gone to Dumbledore months ago, just after the start of the school year… or after he’d discovered Draco disappearing into the Room of Hidden Things.

Dumbledore said nothing at first. Echoed Harry’s sigh.

“May I take your memory of this afternoon’s events?” Dumbledore asked eventually. “It won’t hurt, and you will keep your recollection of events—but I will be able to experience everything you saw for myself.”

“I, er…” Harry said. He hadn’t really been expecting that. “I suppose.”

Dumbledore took out his wand – a long, knotted thing – and placed it at Harry’s temple.

“Think of this afternoon’s events,” Dumbledore said, “and I shall extract the memory.”

As if Harry could think of anything but that afternoon’s events. That, at least, was an easy task, something he could literally do in his sleep… at least if Madam Pomfrey hadn’t dosed him with Dreamless Sleep potions.

Dumbledore drew his wand away and a thick, silvery liquid came along with it. Dumbledore took a glass vial from his robes and filled it with the viscous mercury-like fluid that was apparently Harry’s memory. He stoppered the vial and placed it back inside his robes.

“And now, of course,” Dumbledore said eventually, “we must decide what to do next.”

“Can we go after Lucius Malfoy for any of this, Professor?” Harry said. “He used the Imperius on me. We’ve got my memories, and if we say that—”

“Perhaps,” interrupted Dumbledore. “Allow me to think.”

Harry fell silent. Dumbledore would come up with something. Hopefully even something that could salvage the sorry mess Harry had made of things.

“Your memory of this afternoon is unfortunately inadmissible as evidence in court,” Dumbledore said eventually. “But an accusation… yes, this could be a suitable outcome. You would have to avoid any mention of Voldemort and horcruxes—failure to do so would upset long-standing plans I have set in motion—but an outline of the events in general… yes.”

Memories inadmissible in court. That was… annoying. Made sense of some things about the Blood War trials that Harry had wondered about, mind, but was annoying all the same. Stupid, even.

“Why not say anything about Voldemort, Professor?”

“Three reasons,” Dumbledore said. “Firstly, because Lucius will argue that the accusation is based on the crime for which he has been tried and found innocent already, meaning it cannot be prosecuted; secondly, because I have worked tirelessly to persuade certain elements at the Ministry that the threat of Voldemort remains and I have thus far been unsuccessful; and thirdly, because drawing attention to Voldemort at this moment in time would cause him to hide somewhere else, somewhere we are not aware of, and this is something we should want to avoid.”

It didn’t sit right with Harry not to mention Voldemort, but Dumbledore surely understood the workings of the Ministry and the wizards’ legal system better than Harry did. Even so…

“Alright,” Harry said. “So what should I say? Just that Lucius tried using the Imperius Curse on me, made me take him to where Draco is, and then… what, exactly? If I can’t say about Voldemort or the horcrux…”

“Recount your tale of events as you have to me tonight, only without reference to Voldemort,” Dumbledore said. “Mention the Diadem, but merely as a Dark artefact; speak of Draco and his task, but without reference to Voldemort. Specifically, I believe that…” continued Dumbledore. He explained to Harry exactly what he should say to the aurors when they asked. It wasn’t an overly complicated tale that Harry would have to spin and didn’t even contain any lies per se; lies of omission but nothing spun from the aether. Still, the idea the whole affair could go to trial made for an uncomfortable thought.

“Are you sure about this, Professor?” Harry asked.

“No,” said Dumbledore. “But we are where we are. The revelation that Voldemort has created a horcrux—and that that horcrux now resides inside Lucius Malfoy in some sort of possession—that there has been a cabal of Death Eaters working with the disembodied shade of Voldemort since the events of last year… these events are unprecedented. I wish for you to understand this—I have not encountered such a thing before, in all of my research, my reading, my not inconsiderable experience…”

Dumbledore sighed. He waved a hand, dismissed the thought.

“And we cannot allow Lucius—or Voldemort—to act with impunity. No, it is the right thing for you press charges against Lucius and Draco. Or, rather, for Hogwarts School to do so—we have a fund for just such a circumstance.”

“I don’t need that, Professor, I’ve got the money—”

“Nonsense,” said Dumbledore. “Lucius Malfoy may have a seat on the Board of Governors of this school, Harry, but he is not free to act as he sees fit within it. The assault of a student—among other things—is precisely the sort of reason for the school’s funds to be used.”

“I suppose,” Harry said. It still felt wrong, taking money from the school when Harry had a vault full of gold, but… if that was what the fund was for… “But apart from all that,” Harry said, “what are we going to do about Voldemort? If there are… I mean, if there’s one at Malfoy Manor—the old one—and now there’s a new one in Lucius Malfoy’s head—what does that—does it mean that—”

“I cannot say,” Dumbledore said. “Truly, I do not think that the situation we are in has ever occurred before, not once in history. If it has, I have not encountered information regarding it—and I have scoured every archive to which I have access.”

Harry closed his eyes. He’d been afraid of something like that. If even Dumbledore didn’t know what was ahead of them, things were bad. Silence filled the Hospital Wing.

“Do you understand what we must do, Harry?” Dumbledore said eventually. “Are you prepared?”

“Yes, Professor. I’m ready for it. And… it’s all my fault, all this, anyway—isn’t it?” Harry said. He shrugged. “I should have—but I didn’t—and now…”

“No more of this, Harry,” Dumbledore said. “What’s done is done. Do better next time. In truth, I have played a part in this. I shall take a more… active… role in your education moving forward. And know this—I have gathered allies of my own. You are not alone. The events of today have accelerated matters. I will say more when you are ready. For now, think on what we have discussed—and consider what, exactly, you wish to tell your aunt and uncle. That decision I leave to you.”

Harry nodded. Took a big, deep breath and opened his eyes.

“Alright.”

Everything had gone to shit, but somehow Dumbledore had managed to craft something to salvage things. Maybe not totally, and there would be rumours and stories in the press and everything else, but Dumbledore offered a path through the darkness. A clear port in the storm that was about to unfold.

Dumbledore left the Hospital Wing in a swirl of robes, the stars and moons on them twinkling with dim light as he went. Not long after he’d gone Petunia came back in, and Madam Pomfrey came around with another round of potions.

Harry slept again after that.

*

 

When Harry woke again it was well after lunch on the next day. This time both his aunt and uncle were sat at the side of his bed, along with Sirius, still Polyjuiced into Dudley. Or Polyjuiced into him again, since Harry assumed he hadn’t spent every moment of the past few days as his cousin.

“You’re awake!” said Petunia. “Vernon, he’s awake,” she said, turning to Harry’s uncle.

“I can see that, Pet,” Vernon said.

“I feel much better now,” Harry said. “Ready to go, really.” He sat up in the hospital bed and tentatively poked around at his chest. It felt sore, still, but he checked under the hospital gown and found only a thin scar, so didn’t think it was too bad. The scar would take some getting used to, but Harry had a much more visible – and much more famous – scar already.

“Poppy said you can leave tomorrow morning,” Petunia said. “I didn’t understand all of what she said, but the injury was harder to fix than she’d thought it would be.”

Harry glanced over at Sirius.

“Minor curse,” he supplied. “Nothing too bad, but… needed a special treatment, she said.”

“Right,” muttered Harry. That would be another cursed scar, then, although the new one would be less visible. Harry leaned back. “I’ve missed the flying, haven’t I?” Harry asked. The marathon finals were that day. Had already happened, given the late hour.

“Someone did mention that,” Vernon said.

Harry sighed. That made two events he’d forfeited due to his own actions the previous day.

“Brilliant,” Harry said, although it really was the least of his problems. Still, it felt like just the right amount of bad news to underline everything else, so Harry supposed at least his life had some consistency to it.

“I had some words with your headmaster last night,” Petunia said. “He wouldn’t say… well. He told me you would have something to say to us when you woke up?”

“I—er—yeah,” Harry said. Dumbledore had allowed Harry to choose what to say, how much to tell. But Harry didn’t feel much like lying, at least not with his aunt and uncle having been at Hogwarts over the past few days. It felt like a betrayal, almost. Harry glanced around to check where Madam Pomfrey was – although he assumed she knew far more than people thought and was just the very definition of professional discretion – and then tried to figure out exactly what he would say.

“So, I wasn’t totally honest with you last year,” Harry said to start with. “The stuff that happened with Professor Quirrell did happen, but… er… it was because he was possessed by Voldemort. You know, the Dark wizard who killed my parents.”

“But he’s dead,” Petunia said, her face gone white. “They promised he was dead.”

“He did die,” Harry said. “He just didn’t stay dead. He did, um, there’s this thing really evil Dark wizards can do—it’s complicated, so I don’t really want to… but Voldemort did it. So he’s sort of half-alive, right? He got away at the end of last year. Then this year I noticed some weird things were happening, and… well, I thought it was to do with Voldemort. So I went looking for proof, and I couldn’t find any. But I did figure out that Draco—he’s in my dorm, classes, I was meant to duel him yesterday—was up to something. And then when he didn’t turn up to the duel yesterday I went looking for him.”

Harry paused.

“I found him. And he was being possessed by Voldemort, so I was right. Or, I was nearly right, since he had part of Voldemort in him—you know, that thing Dark wizards can do? And that’s why we both missed the duel yesterday. We fought. He cut me and I dropped a statue on him… and then his dad ran off with him, and the part of Voldemort inside him. When the Aurors come and question me later,” Harry said, “I’m only going to say some of this. I’m just telling you so you can understand… but we are going to press charges. Or the school is, anyway; Dumbledore’s handling that. But I just wanted you to know because it’ll probably be in the papers. I’ll have to make a statement to the aurors. The Malfoys will probably try to settle out of court. All that stuff.”

Harry waited for the outburst, the angry denials or the shouting. Vernon would want to take it as far as it could go – Harry, attacked while at school by a fellow student possessed by a Dark wizard? Vernon would see a viable legal option there. No need to settle out of court. Petunia would want assurances nothing of the sort could happen again. Harry knew none could be given.

None of that came. Instead Petunia started to cry, and Vernon hugged her close. Harry left them alone after that. He didn’t know what to say, and he felt like they deserved a moment to get it all out. It was rather a lot to take in.

Harry looked over at Sirius.

“Dumbledore said something about what he wanted to do already,” Sirius said. “Can’t say I’m too happy with that—not when we know where Wormtail is, what he’s up to—but it does make sense. It’s too early to kick up a fuss and if we do, they might just go into hiding again. Then we’ve lost everything. But I still don’t like it.”

“You were right when you said I should have gone to Dumbledore,” Harry said. “I should have listened. Maybe if I had…”

“Yeah, maybe,” Sirius said. He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now, does it? Possession like that usually doesn’t end well for the host, so at least Lucius Malfoy will get his comeuppance.”

“We’ll move to Australia,” declared Petunia suddenly. “Vernon, Grunnings still has an overseas office there, doesn’t it? You can transfer. The visas will be easy with your job, so we don’t need to worry about any of that…”

“Aunt Petunia, I don’t think—” Harry said, but Petunia ignored him.

“We’ll have to start getting ready right away. We can put the house up for sale—I’m sure we can get a good price for it. We’ve just had the living room done, haven’t we, so—”

“I don’t want to leave,” Harry said, more forcefully this time. “Please. We have to make it so that everything looks normal. If we do anything strange it… we have to keep up appearances. It’s important. I want you to understand—I know it’s dangerous here, but it will be more dangerous overseas. There’s a—it’s complicated, but—the house has a magical protection around it,” Harry said. “And the Ministry here is obligated to—and Dumbledore lives here as well, so…”

“Dumbledore? Your headmaster? He’s just a teacher,” said Vernon.

“He’s not just a teacher,” Harry said. “He’s—it’s complicated. He’s a really powerful wizard, a kind of international politician, he’s part of the government here, too… But we’re all safer here. We really are. I know it doesn’t sound like it. But I need to stay at Hogwarts. If we go somewhere else it’ll be much easier for Voldemort to send people after us. I promise it will.”

“Dumbledore’s reforming something that should keep you and your family safe,” Sirius said to Vernon and Petunia. “He said as much to me last night, after he spoke with Harry.”

“I don’t like it,” Vernon said. “First, the boy’s attacked by a teacher at school. That was bad enough. Then this year, it happens again, but by another student? And his father? What sort of an institution is this?”

“This year it was all my fault,” Harry said. “I went looking for trouble. I shouldn’t have… well, it doesn’t matter now, does it? But this is what we have to do. I believe Dumbledore when he says this is the best way. Lucius Malfoy—Draco’s dad—is well connected at the Ministry. We’ve got to do this the right way.”

“It’s children fighting in wars all over again,” said Petunia quietly. She sniffed. “First your parents. Now you. You don’t have to do this, Harry. You know that, don’t you?”

“I do, though, Aunt Petunia. Voldemort won’t ever leave me alone. And I won’t leave everyone behind to face him for me. I can’t. I just… can’t. Won’t. Please understand.”

Petunia said nothing. After a few moments she stood up.

“Poppy wanted to know when you woke up,” she said, and left Harry with Vernon and Sirius.

Not long after that, the Aurors came in escorted by Professor Moody, and Harry had to give yet another recounting of his tale to them – this time the heavily revised version suggested by Dumbledore. They took it well enough, and nothing in their response told Harry he’d contradicted anything they’d been told by Lucius and Draco, assuming they’d managed to get a statement. Nobody had said anything to Harry, at any rate.

Petunia and Vernon sat next to Harry as he told his story in a grim silence, neither of them happy, but neither of them prepared to create a scene or court a scandal by contradicting him. Harry knew his insistence that everything look as normal as possible would win them over in the end. They would hate it, think for every moment they were doing the wrong thing because it went against their instincts, the behaviours they had learned through long years in the muggle world … but they wouldn’t dare step out of line. If there was one thing Vernon and Petunia Dursley hated, it was looking anything other than perfectly ordinary and normal.

“Thank you for your statement, Potter,” the lead Auror said when Harry had finished. “We’ll be in touch if we need anything else.” They left along with Moody.

“Your headmaster,” Petunia began once it was just them and Sirius left in the Hospital Wing, “said that if you wanted, you could come home early from school. Once Poppy says you’re free to go.”

Harry shook his head.

“No. I want to stay for the Closing Ceremony,” he said. He could have done without the eyes on him, without the press, the whispers, and everything else … but he did also want to be recognised for his hard-won achievements over the year. He’d royally stuffed it up at the end, but he had still won some events and placed in the top three for others, and that was something. Besides, it would look strange for him to be absent. Fuel for the rumour mills, and as there was already heaps and heaps of that, Harry didn’t particularly want to create more. “You can go home if you don’t want to watch, though. I bet the press will be all over it…”

“Nonsense,” said Vernon. “We’ll stay for the end of the Ceremony and then take one of those teleportation thingies home. Isn’t that right, Pet? We’ve got to get Dud—er, we have some things to take care of back home anyway.” Vernon glanced around quickly at his mention of Dudley, although Sirius wasn’t present. Harry thought he was with Dumbledore planning something, although he wasn’t sure. The Aurors hadn’t been overly interested in Harry’s muggle cousin anyway – they had barely acknowledged Petunia and Vernon, and they were his legal guardians.

“Of course,” said Petunia. “We wouldn’t want to miss it.”

That night Petunia, Vernon, and Sirius all went back to Hogsmeade, leaving Harry alone in the Hospital Wing. Well, alone with Madam Pomfrey and her seemingly endless supply of foul-tasting potions and salves. Fortunately he didn’t have to endure all that much as Madam Pomfrey slipped him a Dreamless Sleep Potion just after dinner.
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Madam Pomfrey had Harry up bright and early in the morning. Finally pronounced hale and hearty once again after Voldemort’s cutting spell, Harry was able to join his friends just after breakfast with enough time before the start of the Closing Ceremony to sort things out. Harry had been going over what he needed to say – and to which of his friends – since he’d woken up that morning.

Harry needed to know what Theodore had been up to all year, where he stood on various issues that Harry had been ignoring for far too long. What Lucius Malfoy had said worried him, and as much as Harry valued Theodore as a friend, he couldn’t just let it go without digging further. If Theodore knew… if Theodore had been wilfully informing his father on certain bits of Harry’s activities, it was a friendship which needed to end.

And with the threat of legal action, a full Wizengamot trial and God only knew what else looming… well, Harry needed something concrete. He needed to know.

Ernie and Tracey would of course get the whole story, and in as much detail as Harry could give – horcruxes and all. He would probably tell them of the prophecy since events seemed to have taken a rather more concerning turn and they were already quite deeply involved… but the decision on that could wait.

Millie already knew about Voldemort’s survival, about Sirius’s innocence and about Pettigrew. If he could find her – if he could drag her away from Daphne for a bit – he’d tell her more. Perhaps not as much as Tracey and Ernie, but maybe more than Theodore. Or Blaise.

Blaise was a more difficult decision. His mother was uninvolved in the Blood War – on either side. That didn’t, however, mean she had no opinion on it, nor did it mean that she hadn’t passed on her feelings to Blaise. Still, Harry needed to know who his friends were and who he could count on not to join Voldemort, so he would have to say something to Blaise.

Harry sought out Theodore first. Harry ignored the whispers and looks as he walked through the school from the Hospital Wing. This late in the year, with all lessons and exams over and with only the Closing Ceremony left, there were students milling about all the hallways. And on the exterior walkways, courtyards, balconies… there were people everywhere Harry went, and all of them seemed to be talking about him. Well, and Draco.

News of pending legal action by Hogwarts on behalf of Harry had leaked to the press already, which Harry thought unfortunate, but the Malfoys hadn’t been available for comment yet. And Dumbledore had forbidden any and all members of the press from attending the castle except those there on official Triwizard business, so at least Harry didn’t have that to worry about.

But the topic on everyone’s lips anyway was Harry. Too many people had seen things, heard things, for it not to be. God only knew what sorts of rumours had been spread already, but there would be time for finding that out later on. And really, it was telling enough that people scurried away or whispered loudly as he walked by them on his search for Theodore. Harry found the pale, quiet boy in the library, which was his usual haunt of late, and where he had been spending time with Florence Nettlestalk since the Yule Ball.

“Harry!” said Theodore once Harry reached the secluded table where he sat with Florence. “Nobody’s said a thing, just that there was an accident. Then the papers said—Skeeter wrote that article—but nobody would actually confirm anything… And then the rumours… They’re saying that you killed Draco, but that can’t be right, can it?”

“Hi,” Harry said, ignoring all that. He could read Skeeter’s article another time, if ever he felt like it, and the rumours would reach him in no time at all. Let them talk. It would all come out in the trial. “Florence, do you mind if I just take Theodore for a second? I just want a little private chat, that’s all.”

Florence went pink at Harry’s direct comment towards her, but nodded and gathered up her books.

“I’ll see you at the Ceremony,” she said to Theodore before she walked away, books in her arms.

Harry sat next to Theodore. He glanced around before speaking, keen to check that there was no one who could overhear, but with it being summer, the library was mostly empty.

“So, I’m just going to get right to it,” Harry said. He didn’t want to drag their conversation out. He needed to know where Theodore stood, and everything else was secondary. “Do you know that your dad is working with Lucius Malfoy to bring Voldemort back to life?”

Theodore just stared at him, mouth agape.

“I—no,” he said. “That’s impossible. You can’t come back to life after passing on, it’s one of the laws of magic…”

Harry fought the urge to laugh. It wasn’t impossible because his father would never do such a thing; it was impossible because of the laws of magic. That told Harry everything he needed to know, but even so…

“Let’s pretend it’s not. Or even that Voldemort didn’t die properly. It doesn’t matter. Did you know your dad was working with Lucius Malfoy to bring Voldemort back to life?”

“No,” Theodore said, much firmer this time. “If we’re pretending it’s even possible… then no, I don’t know that my father is doing that with Lucius Malfoy. He is working with him, but they own the village together so they meet up a lot to talk about business and stuff like that. It’s why I knew Draco so well before school… But trying to bring You-Know-Who back to life? That’s…” He swallowed. Looked down at his book.

“Dark shit, yeah,” Harry said. “The Darkest.” It was easy for Theodore to say he knew nothing. It was what Harry would have even if it was a lie. But… Harry believed Theodore didn’t know what his father was doing with Lucius Malfoy. Sinistrus Nott – although Harry had met him only briefly – didn’t seem like the sort of parent who would be overly involved in that sense. He was old-school, even for wizards. It seemed reasonable to Harry that Theodore only knew vague things about his activities in general, let alone any details of his secret illegal plans with Voldemort. “Okay. I believe you. So, did you know your dad was a Death Eater?”

Theodore fidgeted. Harry stared at him. Waited.

“I didn’t… it’s complicated,” Theodore said after about a minute of Harry staring right at him. He glanced around to check no one was listening in, then looked back at Harry – although not directly. Instead, Theodore’s gaze settled on one of the great stacks of books behind Harry, never quite meeting his eyes. “He never said anything. I never asked. I’ve never seen him without a robe on—he keeps his arms covered all the time, so I thought… but I didn’t know. He never said.”

Harry considered it. That did make a certain kind of sense. Harry had never really thought much on Vernon’s political affiliations or ideology – although Vernon was apt to comment on anything and everything, so perhaps Harry just hadn’t ever needed to. Then again, Vernon was highly unlikely to be a member of a secret terrorist organisation, so maybe it was different. But surely nobody wanted to think the worst of their own parents… That was understandable, wasn’t it? Even if in this case it had been entirely the wrong thing to do.

But with the storm on the horizon, with everything that had already gone on, with Harry’s own part in it all… well. He couldn’t just let it go. He had to be sure. And even if Theodore hadn’t known, even if he wasn’t aware of what his father was doing, there was still one last thing left to ask. But that had to wait until Harry got some other answers.

“Alright,” Harry said. “I can believe that. So, why were you sending letters home about me?”

“I—what? I wasn’t…” said Theodore, but then he stopped. “I mentioned you a few times,” he said eventually. “Just normal things you say in letters. I know you were interested in what Draco was doing—I do notice things sometimes, even if I don’t… er… Well, anyway, I was trying to help. But all my father said was that Lucius and Narcissa were worried about him. So I told you that. But how did you know what I was writing in my letters? Have you been reading them all year?”

Theodore looked sick at the thought of it.

“No,” said Harry. “I don’t spy on my friends. I know because Lucius Malfoy told me. Your dad was using your letters for stuff to pass to Voldemort. Malfoy told me right before he kidnapped me. Do you know why I missed the duelling? And the flying yesterday? Because I fought with Draco. Draco had a mission from Voldemort this year. I tried to stop it, but I couldn’t. The War is starting again, Theodore. And it’s starting again soon—Dumbledore’s going to press charges against Malfoy. Not going to go into the full details, but he reckons there’ll be a trial. He won’t accept an out of court settlement. Can’t imagine his master will be pleased about that. And your dad… So… one last question,” Harry said. He stared Theodore right in the eyes. “Are you with him, or are you against him? Voldemort, I mean.”

Theodore said nothing. Instead he closed his eyes and started to clench and unclench his fists.

“I don’t want to be with anyone like that,” he said. “I don’t want to get involved. I’m not cut out for war. It’s not… I can’t fight my father; he’s my only family left. And I won’t fight you, either. So why do I have to—”

“Because the War won’t let you sit on the side-lines safe and sound,” Harry said, interrupting. Cowardice was no excuse, not for something as big as all this would become. “Eventually your dad will expect you to join up with Voldemort. If you say yes, I’ll have to fight you. If you say no, you make an enemy of Voldemort and you’ll have to fight your dad. That’s the choice you get to make, Theodore. You don’t get to choose to be uninvolved.”

“This isn’t my war,” Theodore insisted. “You can’t expect me to—it just isn’t fair that—Look, Harry. I’m not a blood purist. I grew up with certain… prejudices,” Theodore said. He sighed, fidgeted with his robe sleeve. “You know what I’m talking about. But coming here, being friends with you and Tracey and Millicent… I don’t believe in that anymore. But I can’t make an enemy of my own father. I don’t want to be your enemy either. Please believe me. I just…” He trailed off, gazed into the distance again. “I can’t.”

Harry shrugged.

“I do believe you, for what it’s worth,” Harry said. “But that doesn’t change anything. Whether you want to or not, you have to choose. I thought you should know before you go home for the summer. Things are about to get dangerous, Theodore. Your dad is actively working to bring Voldemort back to power. That’s something I wanted you to know about, as your friend, so you didn’t go walking blindly into something you weren’t ready for. You don’t have to choose now. But eventually you will have to make a choice. I hope you make the right one.”

Harry turned and walked away. He strode off purposefully, jaw clenched, and fist balled. He’d said everything that needed to be said – the rest was up to Theodore.

*

Harry couldn’t take a break after confronting Theodore. Instead he had to go immediately to find Blaise, the next of his friends whose allegiance was perhaps not entirely known. Harry found Blaise in the main courtyard with Tracey. He ignored the whispers of all the other students present and headed right for the pair where they sat underneath one of the statues.

“Harry! You’re finally out!” Tracey said. She got to her feet immediately and wrapped Harry up into a hug.  “And just in time for the Closing Ceremony, too!”

Blaise got up rather more slowly.

“Yeah. Madam Pomfrey got me fixed right up! Could you do me a favour, though? Could you go and find Ernie and I’ll meet you both where we play games? I just wanted to have a chat with Blaise for a minute…”

Tracey’s eyes widened at that. Harry knew what she thought, and she would be right, too. Tracey was perceptive like that.

“Definitely. I’ll see you in a bit. We can’t take too long though or we’ll miss the Ceremony…”

Harry nodded.

“I know. I’ll make sure we’re ready in time.”

“Alright. Well, I’ll see you in a bit. I think Ernie is with Susan and Justin on the lawns, so… I’d better get a move on!”

Tracey hurried away, leaving behind a very confused Blaise.

“This is a bit public,” Harry said, looking around the courtyard. With the end of the school year – and the Triwizard Tournament, although no one had told Harry who’d won the Third Task the previous day – all of the common areas of the castle were practically filled to bursting with Hogwarts students and members of the foreign delegations.

Literally hundreds of nosy buggers Harry didn’t want to overhear anything. Some things, he could cope with… but what he had to say to Blaise was certainly not for public consumption.

The courtyard was most certainly not the right place for the conversation he wanted to have with Blaise.

“Let’s go, er… over this way,” Harry said. He led Blaise away from the courtyard and towards a much more secluded corridor.

“This is about whatever you’ve been up to all year, isn’t it?” Blaise said once they were safely away from any errant ears. “You know, they’re saying that you attacked Draco and nearly killed him. Of course, Lucius Malfoy running away from the castle carrying his body didn’t help much there…”

“Er, yeah, it is, kind of,” Harry said. He should have realised Blaise knew – or thought he knew – more than Harry had thought. Blaise had a knack for finding gossip rivalled only by Tracey’s.

“Well, go on then,” Blaise said. “I’m listening and we don’t have all day.”

Harry decided it would be best to be direct with Blaise. Blaise could go around in circles all day without ever getting to the point if you let him and he wanted to avoid whatever it was you wanted from him. Harry didn’t want to let him.

“I’m going to need to know where you stand on the Blood War, blood purism, all that,” Harry said. “Voldemort’s not dead, and what happened with Draco this year has to do with it. Same with Quirrell last year. So let’s get that out of the way first.”

Whatever Blaise had been expecting, that clearly hadn’t been it. He stood in front of Harry blinking repeatedly, silent.

“You can’t just start with that!” he spluttered when he’d finally regained enough of his senses to talk. “‘Hey mate, just wanted to know if you were a bigot and by the way, the most evil Dark lord in centuries isn’t dead’ is not how you start a conversation, Harry!”

Harry shrugged.

“Don’t care. If you hadn’t noticed, I’ve not had a very good week. I need to know. Everything is going to go to shit again, like it did during the Blood War, and I need to know where you stand,” Harry said.

“Well, I’m not about to join up with him, if that’s what you mean,” Blaise said. “I’m not a… Look, I’m not the biggest fan of muggles, right? I won’t deny that. But I’m not bothered with… what I mean is, I don’t agree with blood purism. Not all of it, anyway. I don’t know the ins and outs, but I think there might be something to some of the ideas… but it can’t be right because then people like you would be worse at magic than people like me. And as much as I don’t like to admit it, you’re better at magic than I am. Even Tracey. You know, she’s got no wizards in her family tree past her grandparents, and you both won the duelling. So I’m not stupid. I can see what’s in front of my face. I won’t marry a muggleborn—my mum would go nuts, disinherit me probably and you know how much I love being filthy rich—but I’m definitely not going to fight a war for a bloody Dark Lord who wants to take wands away from muggleborns.”

“But?” said Harry. “You don’t want to fight against him either, do you?”

Blaise shrugged.

“Not particularly. I don’t think that’s unfair.” He paused. “I will if I have to. I don’t want to join him, and I get the impression being mates with you is going to attract a lot of attention, so…”

“So you’re going to sit out the war, then?” Harry said, cutting Blaise off. “I suppose that’s fair enough. No one’s forcing you to get involved. It was nice being friends, then. Thought you should know that. Good luck not dying.” Harry turned to walk away, but Blaise reached out to stop him.

“Oh, you’re really fucking stupid sometimes, Harry!” Blaise said. “I’m not going to ‘sit out the war’. I’m on your side. We’re friends. Look, maybe once I would have tried to keep my head down and hope I can live in whatever world happens after it… but that’s not me now. I don’t like it, but sometimes there really are only two sides—and if I’m not on his, then I have to be on yours, don’t I?”

“I—really?” Harry said. “I’d thought that… well…” Truthfully, Harry had thought Blaise would want to make the same choice as Theodore. Blaise would actually have a chance at it working, too – his mother could flee, either to Italy to Blaise’s grandparents or to wherever her own family lived. Blaise really could sit out the war if he ended his association with Harry and refused to be courted by Death Eaters. “Why?”

Blaise shrugged.

“Well, we are friends. And it’s the right thing to do, I suppose. But to be honest, it’s because I reckon you’re going to win. You did something weird as a baby. Then you’ve only known about magic for two years and already you’re beating flyers like Viktor Krum and winning duelling tournaments. I reckon if you hadn’t forfeited your singles match with Draco you’d have won the tournament. Alright so you aren’t about to win a duel against You-Know-Who, but you’ve got time…” Blaise paused. “What are you smiling at?”

“Well, actually,” Harry said, and then he told Blaise all about what had happened with Draco-Voldemort in the Room of Hidden Things. And then he told him about Quirrell the previous year, and about Sirius too. When Harry had finished, Blaise stood there in stunned silence.

“Fuck me sideways with a broken broom, Harry,” he said after a deep breath. “You really know how to pile it on! Anything else you wanted to tell me? Such as your aunt’s really a witch and you’re a secret dragon Animagus?”

Harry briefly thought about telling Blaise he was a Parselmouth, but decided against it. He already had something lined up, and Blaise’s response meant he could be included, too.

“I do have something else. But we’ll have to go meet with Ernie and Tracey in the dungeons because I don’t fancy saying it twice. So let’s get going.”

Harry and Blaise made their way to the lower levels of the castle where Tracey and Ernie were already present and waiting. Both of them seemed surprised to see Blaise with Harry, but neither said anything.

“I filled Blaise in and he’s on board,” Harry said simply, and that was enough for the pair of them. Then he launched into a more detailed explanation of how Voldemort had survived, from what had happened with Quirrell the previous year right into the Horcrux Diadem of Ravenclaw. None of his friends had known what a Horcrux was, which Harry thought was reasonable given Dumbledore’s explanation.

“I wonder if you can make more than one,” Blaise said after Harry had explained. “What? Don’t look at me like that; if you’ve only got one and you lose it, you’re done for. So wouldn’t it make sense to have two?”

Harry didn’t like the thought of that.

“Dumbledore didn’t really go into that,” Harry said. “I hope not. We’ve got bigger problems, anyway—there are two Voldemorts now. Er, maybe, anyway. Dumbledore wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but the one in the Diadem possessed Draco’s dad, and there was already one at Malfoy Manor, so… we think there are two now. But that’s not the worst bit. Or, actually, it is the worst bit but it’s not the bit I’m worried about…”

Harry shook his head. He was getting a bit off track. He wanted to explain about the prophecy – both of them – and didn’t want to get side tracked by anything else. He was so close to telling his closest friends the truth, and he wanted it done.

It was just a shame Theodore was missing.

“So, there’s a prophecy,” Harry said. “If you can believe it, Trelawney made it when I was a baby. Or before I was a baby—not long before I was born. It’s a real prophecy,” Harry said at the look Blaise gave him, “not like her usual shit. Remember last year when she had that accident? That was Quirrell and Voldemort. He wanted to know the prophecy, so he went into her head to get it, and messed her up. But he couldn’t get it. She gave him a second one, though. The first one says I can kill him; we don’t know the words of the second one. Only Voldemort knows.”

“A prophecy?” said Tracey. She reached over to touch Harry’s arm briefly. “Harry, I’m so sorry. So that’s why he’s after you…”

“It’s why he went after my mum and dad, yeah,” Harry confirmed. “And it’s why he’ll never leave me alone, ever. Dumbledore doesn’t believe in prophecies, not like that anyway. I don’t think I do either. But Voldemort does, so he’ll never stop trying to kill me.” Harry glanced over at Blaise. “So when you said earlier there are only two sides, you were right. At least as far as I’m concerned.”

“So, you’re some destined hero born to cleanse the world of Voldemort’s evil? Slay the Dark wizard, save the enchantress, fly off into the sunset?” Blaise said. “How very … poetic.”

Harry felt his ears go red.

“Not like that,” he protested. “The prophecy says that I can kill Voldemort, not that I will. I’ve got some power he hasn’t, or something. It’s kind of vague. Like I said, Dumbledore doesn’t believe in it—it’s only important because Voldemort believes it is. And because he believes it’s real, I can’t just ignore him or it. So I have to become who the prophecy says I am, just because I’ll need to beat him again. So really it’s Voldemort’s side, and everyone who wants to be free of him. It’s not my side, but it is the side I’m on for… er, obvious reasons.”

“It’s not like I was ever going to join You-Know-Who anyway,” Ernie said once Harry had finished, “but I’m definitely not going to now. Friends just don’t do that sort of thing. I’m with you, Harry. Not just against him—I’m with you. And I’ll make sure my parents are, too. You can count on us. From what you’ve said it looks like things are going to kick off, and my dad’s got some sympathetic ears in the Ministry… just let me see what I can do.”

“Thanks, Ernie. I appreciate it,” Harry said. If Archie could say something which reached the right ears at the Ministry perhaps the trial would go smoothly. Smoother, anyway, with Dumbledore’s backing and Archie Macmillan’s…

“You’ve got all the Davises behind you too, Harry!” Tracey said. “I’ll make sure of it. Not that that was ever not going to happen! We can’t offer much, mind.”

“Thank you!” Harry said. “Honestly, I really just appreciate having people on my side—it’s not about what you can give or do, really. It’s just… It’s nice to know you’re there. It’s not just me against him.”

“Well, all that’s very nice,” Blaise said, “but it still leaves us with the problem of how to kill something that’s not quite alive and not quite dead. I’m not backing out, but it seems like a Gordian knot, doesn’t it?”

“I think Dumbledore has some ideas about that,” Harry said. “I hope he does, anyway. And he even said that from next year he’ll be taking a more, er, active role in my education. Because I bollocksed things up with Draco and Voldemort this year. But that’s something, isn’t it?”

“It’s better than nothing,” agreed Blaise.

“And you said Dumbledore is going after the Malfoys, didn’t you?” said Ernie. “So that’s a great first step—with a bit of luck Malfoy will be right to Azkaban.”

“Don’t know if Azkaban can hold You-Know-Who, mind,” Blaise said. “I mean, it couldn’t keep Sirius Black, and he’s not even a Dark wizard. Apparently.”

“Hopefully, he gets convicted and they notice he’s being possessed or whatever is happening,” Tracey said. “That would be good, wouldn’t it? Then everyone would know he’s back.”

“But we can worry about that later,” Blaise said. “We’d better go get ready for the Closing Ceremony—you and Tracey especially. Is it the sport robe you’ve got to wear or the dress robes?”

“I’ve got no idea,” Harry said. “Trace?”

“Sport robes,” she said. “And Blaise is right. We can worry about all that another day—let’s go celebrate winning. We can still be really proud about that, can’t we…”

So the three Slytherins left Ernie to go and get ready for the official end of the Triwizard Tournament, and Harry felt a bit better about everything despite the huge mess he’d made.

*

Later on Harry found himself sat amongst the other winners from Hogwarts in a section of conjured seating down where the Quidditch Pitch would ordinarily be. The great hedge maze that had been growing there over the past few days had disappeared – used already for the Third Task. Still no one had told Harry who had won, but then, he hadn’t asked either. It hadn’t seemed overly important next to everything else that happened.

And Harry supposed no one was offering the information to him because as soon as they saw Harry sitting there, all they could think about was the rumours. And Skeeter’s article in the Prophet about impending legal action – because of course she’d found out somehow. So Harry would just have to wait until the end of the Closing Ceremony to see who’d won.

The winners – and runners up – had all been seated before anyone else. After that the students had filed into the seats overlooking the presentation stage, and finally the family members of the winners and the members of the public who’d managed to get a ticket. Harry could see Petunia and Vernon – along with Sirius-as-Dudley – sat awkwardly amongst the wizards and witches, dressed in their ordinary muggle clothes next to a sea of enchanted hats and ensorcelled robes.

It was a bittersweet view, as it was nice to have them at the castle in support of him, and yet it should have been his parents there instead. Perhaps Sirius would have been there either way, but maybe Harry would have had a brother or a sister. A maudlin thought, perhaps, but then Harry hadn’t had the best of weeks, and even the pomp and ceremony couldn’t quite dispel the gloom Voldemort and the Malfoys had brought.

Harry tore his gaze away from the spectators and looked towards the presentation stage instead. Dumbledore, Madame Maxime, and Headmaster Karkaroff stood next to Mr Crouch and Minister Fudge. A great big trophy – the Triwizard Cup, Harry assumed – sat on a podium between the officials. Uplifting music played from somewhere, although Harry couldn’t see any instruments or a Wireless. Bagman stood at a second podium near the front of the stage, presumably to serve as the announcer.

There were press in attendance, but they were mercifully set back from everyone else. With some luck, Harry could completely ignore them – fade into the background as just an ordinary winner.

At some predefined signal Bagman gestured for the crowd to quieten down, and the Ceremony began.

“Ladies and gentlewizards,” Bagman said, “we meet here to conclude the first Triwizard Tournament since seventeen-ninety-two! And what a Tournament it was! We’ve seen debutant duellists take the titles; famous flyers flummoxed at the very last second; and of course, watched our Triwizard Champions compete in devilishly difficult and dangerous Tasks! This is of course an event that will be spoken about for generations! I think I can speak for everyone when I say: I can’t wait for the next one!”

He paused to allow the crowd time to clap, which Harry joined in with even though he didn’t especially feel like it. Part of the point of him attending the Closing Ceremony in the first place was so that he could be seen behaving normally, after all.

“We’d like to thank everyone who made the event possible,” continued Bagman, “everyone at the Ministry—well, the Ministries—who worked tirelessly to bring this event to fruition. Every last one of the students who participated, even if they didn’t win! Each of the three Triwizard Champions, because didn’t they all do well! And of course, our wise and eminently fair judging panel! A round of applause for everyone, please!”

Bagman stopped to allow the crowd to clap yet again. Harry fought back a sigh. The event was clearly going to be the sort of thing that was dragged out long past the point it should have ended, and he would need to recalibrate his expectations.

Once the clapping had died away Bagman spoke again.                                                                                            

“This next part is the most rewarding—for myself as a judge and commentator, of course, but also for our competitors! We’re moving on now to the formal presentation of medals, trophies, and commendations, and let me tell you, there is quite the list of successful participants to get through! First, second, and third place competitors in each of our competitions will be celebrated here on the stage, but we do want you all to remember that the Closing Ceremony is for all participants! We’ll begin with the first of the events to conclude, the free speed race! May we call to the stage Harry Potter—yes, yes, that one, and we’ve all heard the rumours of course—of Hogwarts School to receive the first of his awards for this afternoon?”

Harry groaned inwardly. Of course he’d be first up. He’d assumed it would be done alphabetically, or something like that. Certainly not him first.

Tracey squeezed him on the arm.

“Go on,” she said. “See you in a bit!”

Harry nodded and got to his feet. He ignored the whispers as he got down from the participants’ stands and made his way up onto the presentations stage. The organisers had gone over what would happen in a general sense before the Ceremony had started, of course, so Harry knew what to do. He just hadn’t thought he would be the very first person to actually do it.

Harry strode across the presentation stage glad he was wearing the shorter sport robe rather than his longer dress robe, since at least he couldn’t trip over the hem. He nodded towards Bagman as he passed him, and then came to a stop right before the Minister for Magic.

At first, Fudge didn’t seem at all sure how to interact with Harry. He’d surely heard about the allegations, been made aware of the impending chaos, and probably from a more official source than Rita Skeeter… but he recovered from that soon enough, ever the politician. Ready with a smile and a handshake.

“Congratulations, dear boy,” said Fudge as he pinned a medal to Harry’s robe and shook his hand. “We all expected great things from you, and you delivered. Oh, you delivered!”

“I—er—thank you, Minister,” Harry said, unsure what response the corpulent man wanted. At the very least, it seemed like Lucius Malfoy hadn’t yet wormed his way into the Minister’s ear, so that was something. Or perhaps Fudge was just looking to avoid a catastrophe at the Closing Ceremony. It was hard to say.

No doubt he would have different words for Harry over the summer, once proceedings got underway.

The Minister released Harry’s hand and Harry went to stand in the spot marked out for the winners. Bagman called Viktor Krum to the stage next, as he’d come second, and Harry was pleased to hear the crowd whispered just as rudely at him as they had done for Harry. Viktor took his medal and came to stand next to Harry.

As he fell in beside Harry, Viktor nudged him and gave him a little smile before turning to watch the rest of the ceremony. Giovanna joined them after that, and Bagman moved on to the next group of winners – from the standard speeds.

After Bagman called up the first and second place participants – Jacqueline Fontaine of Beauxbatons and George Weasley – Harry realised the third place had gone to Draco, who wasn’t in attendance.

“Our next winner was Draco Malfoy, also of Hogwarts School,” Bagman said, “but he was not able to be with us here today. So let’s just have a round of applause for him—he’ll get his medal sent on, don’t worry about that!”

Harry couldn’t say he cared overly much whether Draco got his medals or not, but it was interesting to hear that they’d planned his absence into the Closing Ceremony. If Draco’s absence did nothing else, Harry hoped it would at least make Harry look like the aggrieved party as Draco stayed away from the event.

The event moved swiftly on after that as Bagman called up the winners from the other flying events. Harry had to cross the stage once again, but that was easy enough and people seemed to have gotten their fill of whispering about him the first time, so it was painless in that regard, too. When Bagman finally got around to the paired duels, Harry knew he and Tracey would be up first as the winners of the Novice second year category. He waited until Tracey had already ascended to the stage before moving; he’d already walked across – and been photographed doing so – enough times and he wanted Tracey to get her moment, too. When she was nearly at Fudge Harry joined her.

“You have been successful, haven’t you, Harry boy?” Fudge said as he pinned another medal to Harry’s robes.

“I couldn’t have done this one without Tracey, Minister,” Harry demurred.

“Yes, yes, quite,” said Fudge, turning to Tracey. “You have done very well, Miss Davis! You should be proud.”

“I am, Minister. Thank you so much!”

Harry and Tracey left the Minister to go stand with the other winners. Bagman called up the rest of the successful duellists – the second-place pair, and then the two pairs who’d ranked third. Harry clapped politely at each new pair to come to the stage, at least until Bagman reached Diggory and Flickey – Harry thought they deserved a bit more enthusiasm.

Harry watched with a little more interest as Bagman called up the singles duellists. It was a bitter thought that Harry should have been amongst them, but things had gone the way they had. He was surprised to see Granger called up second, although he had known she’d been given his or Draco’s spot after their forfeit. Something to do with overall points.

Well, good for her, Harry thought. Not the sort of placing he’d have wanted for himself, but then… well.

Bagman worked his way through the rest of the duellists. He called up Fred Weasley as the winner of the third year singles, although that was the only name notable enough for Harry to pay attention to until the fifth year singles, where both Delacour and Krum were called to the stage – Krum as the winner, and Delacour as the runner up. Harry wished he could have seen that bout, since one between two Champions would surely have been a real spectacle. But that had been another thing Harry missed out on because of Draco. Voldemort. Whatever.

By the time Bagman got through the last of the flying events there were no winners left in the stands, and there was only one final trophy left to present – the Triwizard Cup itself.

And for that, Harry was glad. He’d been standing on the stage long enough that his legs were starting to ache. He felt like he could do with another rest.

“And last—but by no means least—we come to the big girl herself, the Triwizard Cup! In addition to their other placements, each of our three Champions will go home with a medal from their participation in the Tournament. If I could call Fleur Delacour of Beauxbatons Academy once more to receive her third-place medal from the Minister, please!”

Delacour crossed the stage once again to receive her medal to a chorus of claps and cheers, then returned to stand at the very front of the mass of winners on the stage.

“And next to receive his award, our second place Champion, Viktor Krum of Durmstrang Institute!”

The response to Krum was much more enthusiastic than it had been for Delacour, but then Harry supposed Krum had a built in international fan base. He joined Delacour at the front of the winners, which just left Diggory.

“And now, the last Triwizard Champion standing, the winner of the prestigious Triwizard Cup itself, Cedric Diggory of Hogwarts School! A big round of applause, please!” Bagman said as Cedric went to receive his medal and the big Triwizard Cup from Minister Fudge. Harry joined in the clapping with a bit more energy than he had done previously.

He thought that Diggory deserved the win – he’d obviously worked himself hard that year – and it was always good to show support for Hogwarts. With any luck Hogwarts would perform just as admirably at the next Tournament – assuming the Voldemort situation allowed it to happen.

After that Bagman concluded the Ceremony, although unfortunately as far as Harry was concerned, that didn’t mean it was over. A mixed choir from all three schools put on a performance of the three school songs, and even after that there were still photographs to be taken and interviews to be given. Although the Closing Ceremony and the Triwizard Tournament was over and done with, Harry still didn’t get the chance to slip away until near dinnertime, having had to pose for photographs and give interviews to what felt like every single press organisation in Europe.

At least Dumbledore had been there for the interviews, ready with a sharp word whenever any of the reporters strayed too close to the more controversial topics. Skeeter hadn’t even been allowed near Harry.

When Harry finally did get the chance to leave, it was to say goodbye to Petunia, Vernon, and Sirius.

“You did well, Harry,” Sirius said once they’d all snuck off to Dumbledore’s office with its strange instruments. “I’ll see you some time in the summer. We’ll arrange something, I promise. But you’ve got a busy holiday ahead of you, if I’m not mistaken—your prizes come with flight school and a duelling tournament place, don’t they?”

“Yeah,” said Harry. He’d been looking forward to all that, but after what had happened with the Malfoys and Voldemort, he just felt tired. “I should go, I suppose.”

“It’ll do you good,” said Sirius. “Think about it.”

Harry grunted in response. It seemed like a lot to be taking on, what with the legal action, but what Sirius said did make a certain kind of sense. Harry thought he’d consider going if it didn’t conflict with trial dates.

“We’ll see you tomorrow when you get off the train, of course,” Petunia said. “But we wanted you to know… despite everything that happened… we’re still very proud. You’ve done very well—everyone’s been saying so. I don’t understand much about magic, but even I could see… well. I wanted you to know—Lily would have been so, so proud of you. Never doubt that, Harry.”

“Quite right,” said Vernon.

“Thank you, both. Er, all of you,” Harry said, glancing towards Sirius. He knew he’d done well, better perhaps than some had expected. Better than he’d expected in some ways, although worse in others. Still, the Tournament and its events were trivial in the grand scheme of things, and where it had really mattered – with Voldemort and his Horcrux – Harry had failed. Failed so spectacularly that there were now two Voldemorts and Harry had to prepare for a criminal trial against Lucius Malfoy. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

Dumbledore appeared from the back part of his office then, through some door Harry hadn’t noticed before.

“I believe it is almost time for your Portkey, Mr and Mrs Dursley,” Dumbledore said. “Harry, it is my understanding that there is a party this evening in the Slytherin Common Room. You would not want to be late when it is, at least partly, in your honour.”

It was a dismissal, but Harry didn’t want to stay overly much anyway. Dumbledore would want to confirm some things in person with his aunt and uncle to do with the legal action Hogwarts was to bring on behalf of Harry. Details Harry didn’t need to know, at least not until later on. He simply nodded and headed for the dungeons and the party which had replaced dinner.

A chorus of cheers and claps greeted Harry as he walked through the door, and he was immediately whisked away so that he could be very publicly celebrated along with Slytherin’s other winners and runners up. He sat through it with a fake smile and good cheer he didn’t really feel until eventually he was able to join Blaise and Tracey in a quieter part of the Common Room.

“You should eat something,” Tracey said, pushing over a little plate of party food towards him. “I know you’re probably not hungry but you haven’t eaten much today and you’re still recovering from…”

Harry took the plate and nibbled at some of the offerings. The food was delicious, as it always was at Hogwarts, but the atmosphere – despite the music and laughter and everything else a good party needed – felt wrong to him. Everyone was having fun, but there were still looks, glances, and whispers directed at Harry whenever people thought he wasn’t looking.

And even though Harry had Tracey and Blaise with him, there were still people missing. Millicent and Daphne were off somewhere, snogging probably. And Theodore… well, Theodore was nowhere to be seen. His absence so pointed it felt almost like a presence.

“You know,” said Blaise after a while, “it’s not your self-pity we’re going to need. It’s your sheer, bloody-minded stubbornness. You made a mistake. So what? You weren’t even wrong. You were totally right. You just waited too long to bring in the right support. Next time—and there will be a next time, from what you’ve said—do it better. Don’t get all self-flagellant on us. That’s no use to anyone. Do what you were already doing, but better.”

“Blaise!” said Tracey. “That’s a bit—”

“No,” said Blaise, cutting her off. “I’m right. What happened was really shit. Harry made a mistake. If he’d gone to Dumbledore sooner then maybe there would only be one You-Know-Who out there now, and we’d have his Horcrux. That would have been great. But that’s not what happened. And it’s not even really Harry’s fault because how was he supposed to have known that’s what Draco was up to this year? I barely noticed there was anything wrong with Draco in the first place—I thought he was just being an arse. You know who did notice? Harry. You know who did put everything together? Harry. So, enough pity. It was really shit. But we have to live in what is, not what might have been, or it’s pointless. Just do better next time.”

“You’re right,” said Harry. “You are. I know it. I just…” Harry sighed.

It was time to grow up, Harry realised. Dumbledore knew everything now, had the information he needed to make plans and organise his people. And Harry had friends of his own, people he knew he could depend on, people who knew what was coming. That was something.

“We’ll see what happens after the trial,” Harry said. “If it goes to trial. We can worry later, can’t we? But at least we’re doing something now.”

“Yes! Yes, exactly,” said Tracey. “I’m going to get us some of those nice cakes before they’re all gone. I’ll just be a minute!”

While Tracey went to get them all cakes, Harry and Blaise sat there in a – more or less – companionable silence, Harry thinking and Blaise inscrutable as ever. When Tracey returned with the cakes Harry had decided to force himself to enjoy the party, and the rest of the night wasn’t a complete disaster. By the time he went to bed, he felt at least a little lighter.

*

The next morning – the last morning of Harry’s second year at Hogwarts – was a strange one to wake to for Harry. Theodore had got up before anyone else and was nowhere to be found, not even at breakfast, and Draco of course was … gone, his status still totally unknown. Theodore had even packed away all of his things before the other boys had stirred. Harry found himself sat at breakfast with most of his friends regardless, the one exception being Theodore. Daphne and Millicent were sat across the table next to Blaise, whilst Harry sat with Tracey.

“Look! Mr Shafiq’s handing out our exam marks!” said Daphne, extricating herself from Millicent’s arms. “Ooh, I can’t wait to find out how I did!”

“I just hope I didn’t fail anything,” muttered Millicent.

When Mr Shafiq got to Harry, Harry took the little parchment from him with a mumbled thanks. Harry wasn’t especially interested in his marks, but he opened the envelope up and scanned over them anyway. His friends would want to know and Harry supposed it would be good to have an idea whether his choices for optionals would even be possible.

“I wasn’t really expecting that,” Harry said as he looked over his results. Flitwick had given him ninety-nine percent in the practical portion, while McGonagall had given him full marks due to a bit of extra credit from his bee conjuring even with his poor snuffbox. Even Moody had been uncharacteristically generous and awarded Harry a ninety-five. His other subjects – and even the theoretical parts of Charms and Transfiguration – hadn’t gone quite so wonderfully, but the only mark he received below seventy percent was in Divination, and Harry had had enough of Divination to last ten lifetimes, so he didn’t care.

“Okay, let’s swap so we can compare!” declared Daphne. Harry handed his parchment over without argument, since he knew what she really wanted was to be able to rank them all in order. Not ordinarily competitive, Daphne did get so when it came to exam marks.

The others handed over their results sheets without much fuss, although Millicent did grumble a little bit.

“Well that’s just not fair,” Daphne said once she’d finished working everything out. “The three of you all did really well in the practicals. And Harry, you beat me in everything except Ancient Runes and Divination. You didn’t even do much revision! You lot spent all your time duelling.” She huffed. “The practicals I can understand because you did all do a lot of active spellwork, but you were good in the theory as well…”

Harry perked up a bit at that. Daphne had been the best in Slytherin the previous year – or tied for it with Theodore anyway - so it was a bit of a surprise for Harry that he’d have scored better than her overall, and in the theory portions of most of their exams too.

But then, Flitwick had said all his duellists had performed especially well in the end of year exams, so perhaps all their practise and drilling had paid off for more than just the duelling tournament. It was only schoolwork, but then, Dumbledore and presumably Voldemort had both been excellent students, so if Harry wanted – needed – to approach that kind of skill level, he could stand to improve his academics.

“I bet you still did better than me in all the theories though, Daph,” said Tracey. “And I was just awful at Potions this year—too much going on I think.”

“If you’re that bothered maybe you should come back to duelling club,” Blaise said.

Daphne grimaced.

“No, thank you! That sounds awful. I thought it might be fun, but it was just a load of standing around watching other people cast spells,” Daphne said.

“That’s just because you left before we got to the fun bits,” Harry pointed out. “We did loads more duelling once the Tournament started, even the people who didn’t get picked for it…”

“Maybe next year,” Daphne said, although from her tone Harry could tell she wouldn’t bother. “I’d like to know where Theodore’s got off to, because we weren’t able to see his scores. He’d better not have beaten me as well! Does anyone know where he is?”

Harry shrugged. Blaise looked away.

“Do you know,” Tracey said, “I don’t think anyone’s seen him today! I can’t see Florence here either so maybe they’re in the library together? I’m sure we’ll see him later!” she said, full of cheer.

Harry suspected otherwise. It was far more likely Theodore would avoid the group until he’d made whatever decision he was going to make, and then that decision would determine whether he even could be friends with them. Daphne, perhaps, since she didn’t know about Voldemort’s return – assuming Millicent hadn’t already told her, which Harry thought was a possibility. Perhaps not a very large one as she didn’t seem especially worried or driven or… in any way different from usual, really, but there was still a chance.

“I suppose we can compare marks on the train,” agreed Daphne. “Well, as disappointing as that was to find out, at least we can all go ahead with our optionals for next year! So that’s exciting, isn’t it?”

“I’m well pleased for mine,” said Millicent. “Snape made me pick an extra one, which was a bit shit, but I chose Divination so it’s almost like not having to do anything.”

“Divination is a serious option, you know,” Daphne said. “I chose it.”

“Er… well… I didn’t mean it like that!” said Millicent. “You know I didn’t. I just mean, Trelawney’s easy to trick like that, isn’t she? But I’m sure you’re going to learn loads and be really good.”

“Nice save,” muttered Blaise with a little snigger.

“Hmm,” said Daphne. She handed everyone back their exam marks. “Well, we should probably all get back to our dorms to pack. The train is soon, isn’t it? And the other schools have already left.”

“Ooh, yes,” said Tracey, looking at her watch. “I’ve got so many things to pack up and I can’t get that packing spell to work!”

Breakfast over they all returned to the dormitories to pack away the assorted bits and bobs that accumulated over the course of the year. For Harry it was an odd experience, as the absence of both Draco and Theodore loomed large in the small room. There was little in the way of jokes or banter, although Blaise did try. The mood – despite an historic Triwizard Tournament win for Hogwarts, and Harry’s own personal successes – was gloomier than a hag’s front room.

By the time Harry and his friends made their way to the Entrance Hall to leave for the train station Harry was itching to get away. The muggle world felt grey, almost unreal in some ways, since he’d joined the wizarding world, but after the year Harry had had, he longed for something simple and easy. Uncomplicated.

Privet Drive and Little Whinging should provide that, at least for a little while, and a little while was all Harry thought he needed.

“We’ll go girls and boys in the carriages,” Daphne decided once the five of them were waiting for their turn. “I bet we can manage to get in with threes if we really want to.”

“Well, maybe it would be better—” Tracey started to say, but Daphne dragged her away, leaving Blaise and Harry stood alone.

“We could try to find Theodore,” Blaise suggested, but Harry shook his head.

“No point—he’s just gone on one with Florence and Irene,” Harry said. “We’ll just grab the next one, it’s no problem.”

Harry and Blaise got onto the next carriage but the thestral refused to budge for anything under three passengers, so they ended up sharing it with Vince and Greg. Harry wondered if they knew about their dads’ allegiances, or if they were as ignorant of that as they were everything else. It rankled that Harry had to think such things of people he would have once viewed as friends, but with everything that had happened he couldn’t allow himself to put aside such questions any longer.

Gone was the Harry who could have friends of dubious familial affiliation. What was to come would be brutal, and vicious, and bloody, and he needed allies just as much as he needed friends. Harry and Blaise parted ways with Greg and Vince at Hogsmeade Station, and instead found a compartment with Tracey, Daphne, and Millicent.

“Should we go have a look for Theodore?” asked Daphne once they’d all got settled into a compartment. “We could invite Florence as well.”

“I don’t think he’ll come anyway,” Harry said. “You can if you want.”

Harry shrugged and scratched Tracey’s cat under the chin.

“Hmm, well… if you’re sure,” she said.

In the end it didn’t seem to matter as Daphne and Millicent spent most of the journey back to London snogging, which left Harry, Tracey, and Blaise to their own devices. Tracey read from her magazines – from Witch Weekly to Duellist’s Friend – while Harry and Blaise played a few dozen rounds of cards. About half-way through the journey home Blaise got up.

“I’m going to the dining carriage,” he declared. “Anyone fancy a go?”

“No, thanks,” said Harry.

“I had a big breakfast!” said Tracey.

“Not us either,” said Millicent, waving Blaise away.

Harry spent the rest of the train ride looking out of the window at the countryside as it whizzed past. Blaise got back to their compartment just in time for the train to pull into King’s Cross, and the five Slytherins parted ways at the platform. Daphne, Blaise, and Millicent wouldn’t be crossing over into the muggle world, although both Tracey and Harry did.

“Why do you meet your parents on the muggle side?” Harry asked as they both attempted to locate their families.

“Mam says it’s important to know how to blend in, so we go on trips and things like that sometimes,” Tracey said. “But I think it’s because Dad likes having an excuse to wear muggle clothes!”

“Fair enough,” Harry said. He pointed. “I think I can see your parents over there.”

“Oh, you’re right. Well, I’ll see you soon for the duelling. If you still want to go, I mean, with everything that’s happened. I don’t mind missing it if you don’t… there’s more important things than sports competitions aren’t there?” Tracey said.

Harry shook his head.

“I’ll be there. I’m quite sure my aunt will let me go, even…” Harry said, but couldn’t find it in himself to finish the sentence. Petunia would probably agree to go abroad for the summer tournament even after the news Harry had given her before the Closing Ceremony. Abroad was probably safer, for one thing, and if it got Harry away from the British press during the trial…

“Well, don’t force it,” Tracey said. “It would be nice to do something fun like that before everything… well… you know,” she said, “but it’s more important for us all to stay safe. I’m going to write, okay? We’ll sort it out then. I think I see my parents so I’ve got to get going, but promise me one thing, okay?”

“Er, alright, yeah,” said Harry. “What is it?”

“Promise me that you’ll try to relax this summer, whatever happens. I know it’s going to be hard, but you need to destress. It’ll help, it really will.”

It seemed like an absurd sort of thing to ask of him after the year he’d had, but Harry did see some sense in it. He couldn’t walk around carrying a ball of churning eels in his stomach, couldn’t be wound so tightly he might snap… even if it would be hard to just relax.

“I’ll try,” Harry said. “Say hello to your parents for me,” he said. “I think my aunt and uncle will be waiting over this way, anyway.”

Tracey gave Harry a quick hug before they went their separate ways. Harry wheeled the trolley containing his trunk away from the barrier to the wizards’ side of King’s Cross over to where he knew his aunt and uncle would be waiting for him.

Dudley, too, unless he’d gone off smashing kids’ play equipment up with his friends.

“There is he, Pet! Not to worry,” said Vernon as Harry approached them. Petunia had been stood fussing over Dudley – Dudley who was actually Harry’s cousin Dudley, and not Sirius Polyjuiced into him – until Vernon spoke, at which point she turned immediately to look at Harry.

“Oh, thank Heavens…” she said. “You look much better than you did yesterday afternoon. I was worried there might have been…”

Harry shrugged.

“Madam Pomfrey is really good at her job,” Harry said. “I’m fine now, I promise.”

“Well, let’s get your things into the car and we can all get going home, can’t we?” said Petunia with a forced smile. “Vernon, bring Harry’s trunk, please—”

“No need,” said Harry. “It’s charmed featherlight so I can carry it myself, it’s not heavy at all.”

“No, no,” said Vernon. He grabbed the trunk and seemed surprised by its lack of heft. “I’ll never get used to this nonsense…” he muttered as he and Petunia walked away leaving Harry alone with Dudley.

“Mum said that evil wizard is back,” Dudley said as he and Harry followed Vernon and Petunia to the car.

“Er, yeah, he is,” said Harry. “It’s a bit complicated—I can tell you if you want, but—”

“Nah,” said Dudley. “I don’t really care. It’s just going to be some stupid wizard shit, isn’t it?” he said. He shrugged. “Mum said we’d be okay. Dad said you won, like, a big race though. And a fighting tournament with,” he said, and then lowered his voice, “wands.”

“I—”

That wasn’t quite what Harry had expected from Dudley, but it was at least an avenue of conversation better than the one about Voldemort’s return, so he took it and ran with it as they got into the car. By the time they got home, the conversation had moved far away from anything magical, and Harry could almost forget anything strange had ever happened to him.

Almost.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Thank you all very much for reading to the end! We’ve reached the end of Harry’s second year at Hogwarts, with the third just around the corner! The story continues in Interlude 2. If you’ve enjoyed reading and want to be notified when I upload new chapters/works in the series, please consider subscribing!

Thanks again!
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