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Summary: 
              Sirius Black was a man on the run. Hunted, wanted, and feared, when he really wanted was to atone for his sins and muddle his way through his years in Azkaban. Instead, he was in exile overseas, supposedly on holiday. A convalescence after years spent in Azkaban. Or so Dumbledore said, anwyay. / Draco Malfoy was alive, free, and privy to knowledge many would die for. So why did he feel so empty?

            










1. A Man’s Best Friend


    
    Interlude 2: A Man’s Best Friend
Sirius Black was a man on the run.

Fortunately, the Auror office – thanks to Dumbledore’s machinations – was looking for him in all the wrong places, which gave him a little more space to breathe.

Unfortunately, that meant traipsing through a variety of increasingly foreign countries while making very public appearances in places where his presence was bound to be relayed back to the Aurors in England. Sirius understood the rationale, but it all felt pointless. Harry was back in England. Harry and Peter. And worse than that – Voldemort himself. Not the Voldemort Sirius remembered from the War, but a presence no less terrifying for all that he was less than a ghost.

But Sirius was elsewhere. Banned from the country, and not just by the Ministry – by Dumbledore, too. Exiled for his own good. For Harry’s own good, which was what had swayed him in the end. If Sirius had been spotted anywhere in Britain or Ireland, or even in France or Spain, Harry’s movements would have been tracked. Monitored closely by the Ministry. Aurors tailing him at all times.

Not to mention the vastly increased law enforcement presence throughout all wizarding areas in the isles.

And that… that wasn’t any way for a young wizard to live. Especially not a young wizard like Harry. So Sirius had agreed to ‘take a holiday’ somewhere nice and warm. Barbuda, to be exact. White sand and palm trees and soft crashing waves… and a load of tourists. Well, enough to get lost in, at any rate.

For a little while, at least, Sirius could forget that he was an escaped fugitive. Could try to forget that he’d failed his best friends – his family – so spectacularly a decade in Azkaban wasn’t penance enough.

“Another drink, Senor?” the asked the handsome bartender.

“Ah, Pedro—do you even have to ask?” said Sirius. “Fill me up.”

“It’s the policy, Senor,” Pedro said as he poured Sirius another of the fruity cocktails. There’d been nothing like that in Azkaban. Nothing even close. The food had been just barely edible, the drinks not even clean water.

All served up by Dementors. Not a single human soul to see for more than a decade… save the forgotten, mad, and damned in the other cells. His cousin, for one. Screaming, screeching, shrieking at all hours of the day… and worse, somehow, was the silence.

Chin up, Sirius, he thought to himself. You’re out now. And remember what we said—we’d rather die than go back inside. So… enjoy the view, yeah?

It was a novelty, life as a free man. Or life as a man who wasn’t technically a fugitive in that particular jurisdiction. And everyone around was a muggle, anyway, and being so far away from Britain meant the mugshots plastered all over the muggle news there hadn’t quite reached them.

It was nice. Almost normal. If he forgot everything that had gone wrong. Easier said than done, but then, that was what the drinks were for. Brief release from memory. Without the kick of Firewhisky but better tasting, Sirius supposed.

And it got him drunk all the same.

Although after so long in Azkaban, so would a butterbeer.

Sirius spent days there. Weeks, really. Would have stayed longer, getting drunk every day and sleeping away the nights, slowly becoming more and more human as the days went on… but Dumbledore moved him on soon enough. A packet of muggle currency and an illegal portkey to a new port, a new place to be seen as ‘Sirius Black, wanted fugitive’. All in service of getting Harry some more normality.

What kept him going were the letters from Harry, rare though they were. Snatches of the life he was having, little bits that let Sirius know Harry was alive and well. Out there, living the life his parents had fought so hard for him to have. More than the never-ending parade of drinks, handsome lads, and music he’d never heard before, Sirius lived for those letters.

He’d even acquired himself a bird. Not an owl, not in such a tropical locale – the local wizards used a kind of paradise bird unknown to muggles – but a bird all the same. A bit of familiarity. Not that Sirius used the bird to write to Harry all that much.

As the weeks drew on, and Sirius became more himself – grew into the new man he’d become after years in Azkaban – Dumbledore became more demanding. His suggestions to rest and recuperate turned into requests for action, for the completion of various ‘errands’ overseas. First in the Caribbean islands, then further afield.

One morning, after a particularly long and arduous night of drinking and general revelry, Sirius awoke to an owl from Dumbledore.


  Enclosed is a portkey. It activates at 09:15 local time. 



  It’s time you acquired a wand.


*

The portkey took Sirius somewhere he’d never been before – the wizarding centre of the Caribbean. Puerto Hechizado was a ramshackle conglomeration of long-ago wrecked ships, smashed to pieces and stranded on a small rocky island long-forgotten by muggles. Wizards over the centuries had added their own flair and the settlement sported numerous piers, jetties, and seaside shacks all wound around the island’s rocky central spire.

As Sirius wandered along the main boulevard – a haphazard wooden walkway that stretched across the water – he heard wizards speaking in Spanish, in French, and in at least half a dozen other languages he didn’t recognise. Mixed in with all that were the sounds of birds and even monkeys as they scampered around the superstructure formed by the ships and shacks. Wizards and witches and even a few non-humans Sirius didn’t recognise wandered about the port, dressed in an array of different styles, none of them familiar. Sirius even thought he saw a handful of goblins duck into one establishment set slightly off in the water.

A mad sort of place, one Sirius hadn’t expected to find. One he’d never visited before.

Somewhere to buy a wand, Sirius thought. That’s what he was looking for. Dumbledore hadn’t specified where he was to buy one in his letter, but Sirius thought it should be easy enough to find. He doubted there would be more than one wand shop in Puerto Hechizado.

Sirius passed by an apothecary, a bookshop, a library, and even an open-air restaurant as he searched for Puerto Hechizado’s wandmaker. He moved up and along the meandering wooden pathway as he searched. The smell of fried fish wafted through the air, accompanied by the sound of meat sizzling on a pan, as merchants shouted and vied for the attention of their customers.

It was nice to fade into the crowd. To get lost, just another anonymous wizard about his business. Once he got himself a wand, Sirius reckoned he’d feel a lot better. Freer. As nice as it had been sitting at the bar in that muggle resort, Sirius wanted to feel like a wizard again. A proper wizard, not… not the shadow he’d been for years in Azkaban.

As Sirius wandered the rickety wooden bridges that served as roads in Puerto Hechizado he spotted a ramshackle building which, by the various words written on the sign hanging up outside, identified itself as a bank. With some luck they’d have a working relationship with Gringotts and he’d be able to grab some money there. He had his vault key with him, so if there was a Gringotts goblin on hand, that should be easy enough.

Sirius headed inside.

Inside the bank was almost a different world entirely. Rich, deep red curtains sectioned off the entryway from the rest of the bank, and rather than the hardwood flooring of outside, the bank featured a plush and pristine carpet. Not even the walls matched, as unlike the rough wood of the bank’s exterior, inside featured crisply painted plaster, fine wood panelling, and a dazzling array of paintings and other artworks chattering in at least a dozen different languages. A tall and very thin wizard stood beside the door, dressed in a smart business suit with a matching cloak.

The wizard spoke, first in Spanish, then in a language Sirius didn’t recognise, and finally in French. That, Sirius could handle.

“Is there a Gringotts representative here?” Sirius asked. “I’ve got an account with them, you see, and I’d like to…”

“Oui, monsieur,” said the wizard. He directed Sirius deeper within the bank and pointed out the spot where a dour goblin sat at an ornate desk flanked by a pair of burly guard trolls. A great big chest, locked with a thick iron padlock – and God only knew what else – sat behind the goblin.

“Merci,” Sirius said. He headed that way. The Gringotts goblin was the only goblin present in the bank, the other tellers – representatives of whatever bank this was, Sirius assumed, as well as from other banks around the world – being mainly wizards or witches with the occasional dwarf.

As Sirius approached the Gringotts goblin one of the trolls stepped forward and dipped its club to bar Sirius’s way.

“You have business with Gringotts?” asked the goblin, peering over the rim of his glasses.

“Yeah,” Sirius said. “I want to exchange some of my gold into the local currency. I’ve got an account with Gringotts and I’ve brought my vault key.”

The goblin gestured with a long-fingered hand.

“Your key?”

Sirius handed over the key to the Black vault. The goblin looked at it, ran it over in his hands a few times.

“Ah. Mr Black. Of course, we would be prepared to allow you access to your vaults from this sister location—for a small fee.”

No mention of Sirius’s criminal status or of the furore surrounding his escape. But then, goblins were like that. Considered themselves above wizard laws. And Sirius wasn’t about to complain, anyway.

“How small?” asked Sirius warily. No doubt the goblin would take the opportunity to charge an even larger fee than usual, given Sirius’s particular predicament.

“Ten galleons. Take it or leave it,” said the goblin.

Sirius sighed. That was robbery. Blatant, open, naked robbery… but it wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford it, nor was he in any position to protest.

“Fine. I’m going to need about a hundred galleons—so I want the equivalent in local currency. And your discretion, of course.”

“Of course,” said the goblin, smiling a wicked toothy smile. “We at Gringotts pride ourselves on our professionalism and the care we provide to our valued clients.” The goblin turned to face the great big chest behind him, and then unlocked it with a key. Then he ran his fingers across the other locks, and the chest opened to reveal thousands of gold coins.

The trolls stepped forward, clubs ready. Sirius stood his ground. Wandless or no, he wasn’t about to be intimidated by a pair of trolls, not when he had legitimate business. When the goblin was done he handed Sirius a sack full of gold, and then returned Sirius’s vault key.

“Gringotts Wizarding Bank thanks you for your custom and is pleased to offer the very best service—no matter your location.”

“Thanks,” muttered Sirius. He left the bank and returned to his search for the wandmaker. He made his way through the bridges and meandering walkways of Puerto Hechizado until he became thoroughly lost. There were no signs, and no sense of purpose to any of the streets.

Sirius stopped a passer-by.

“Excuse me,” he said, “do you know where—”

The wizard ignored him. Pushed past and continued on his way.

Sirius sighed. Someone else might be more helpful. Maybe if he tried in French, instead of English. Spanish might get him further, but Sirius had never learned. Sirius walked further along the rickety path and grabbed the attention of a passing witch, pretty and dark-skinned with a shock of blonde hair.

“Excusez-moi,” Sirius asked her in French. “Parlez-vous Francais?” 

“Oui, monsieur,” she said.

“Brilliant!” said Sirius. “Ou est le fabricant des baguettes?”

The witch explained. Even pointed out the specific building, which was half of a merchantman perched two-thirds of the way up the island’s central spire and sat atop the wreck of a Spanish galleon.

“Merci beaucoup!” Sirius said to her before he left. Then he made his way up the wooden stairs that led to the upper levels of Puerto Hechizado – and the wandmaker. Sirius knew he hadn’t been misled as soon as he drew closer to the shop. Hanging above the door was a sign bearing the word Varitología, along with a stylised image of a wand.

Sirius knocked on the door and stepped inside. The interior of the wandmaker’s was dark. The lack of any windows meant there was no natural light, and what little light there was came from a solitary lamp sat on a shelf bolted to the ship wall. In an oversized chair – or perhaps the witch was simply tiny – was a wizened old woman with dark skin and thick, curly hair half-covered by a wide-brimmed leather hat. She wore a long, tattered coat and at least half a dozen necklaces made of gold and other precious metals.

“I’m here—” Sirius started to say, then realised he was speaking English. The witch in front of him probably didn’t speak English. Spanish seemed most likely, but then French was also spoken… he’d have to give it a go. He switched to French. “I’m after a wand. This is the place, isn’t it?”

“This is the place,” the witch said, her French slightly halting. Well, that made two of them, Sirius supposed. At least she spoke it. “This is not your first?”

Sirius shook his head.

“No—my old one is… er, lost,” he said. Probably best not to explain it had been snapped after his sentencing. Too many questions. “So I really need a new one.”

Sirius glanced around the ship. Shop. The walls were mostly bare, save for a few shelves and displays with wands in them. There was clearly more to the establishment beyond that small chamber, but the door to the rest of the ship was closed. Blocked off. The wandmaker’s personal quarters, Sirius assumed, or a workshop. Perhaps both.

“Sit,” said the witch, gesturing to the chair directly opposite her own. “We will talk. I will get a sense for you and the trials which you will face. And we find you a new wand, a wand that this time you will not lose. Mm?”

Sirius sat in the chair opposite her.

“Drink this,” she said, pushing a cup of what looked like tea across the table towards him.

Sirius regarded it cautiously. Strange women or strange drinks were something he could handle, but both together? Seemed unwise to simply drink the concoction. Not without knowing more.

“What is it?”

“Tea,” said the witch. “I would not harm you—do you understand who you are speaking with? I am Yara Atabeyra. My family has been here, in these islands, since time immemorial. My grandmother learned the wandmaker’s craft from the Spanish wizards when they came, and I learned from her. You are safe here. In good hands.”

Sirius glanced up at Yara. She was old. Visibly so, perhaps even older than Dumbledore. If her grandmother had learned from the first Spaniards to come across the islands – and Yara had learned from her – then she would have to be very old indeed. Almost definitely older than Dumbledore, then. An esteemed personage in the islands, no doubt.

Sirius took the cup. Sipped at the tea. Slightly sour, not unpleasantly so. No milk or sugar. Just tea, and… something else.

Well, in for a knut, in for a galleon… Sirius downed the whole thing. Placed the cup back on the table after glancing in it to see the tea leaves left at the bottom. Yara would do some sort of divination on it, he assumed, but he’d bunked off divination and had never been very good at it anyway. So Sirius had not a clue what the mushy, shapeless tealeaves at the bottom of his cup represented.

Found that he didn’t much care, either. As long as it got him a functional wand, he’d put up with a fair amount. He somewhat doubted that Yara Atabeyra’s wands would be quite as good as Ollivander’s, but a wand was a wand, and this one would come no questions asked.

Or at least, without the questions he didn’t want asked asked, anyway.

Yara picked up Sirius’s teacup and swirled the dregs about as she looked at the shapes in the tea leaves.

“The winds of change are swirling around you,” Yara said, glancing over at Sirius. “I see that you have reached a turning point in your life. There is what came before, and what will come after. Very interesting. You will need a wand well-suited to what is to come.”

Sirius said nothing. An obviously foreign man who’d turned up in the town without his wand and with a haunted look in his eye was clearly at a turning point in his life. If nothing else, something serious had happened for him to lose his wand, and most wizards considered that a major life event.

Sirius still remembered when they’d snapped his.

“Your name,” Yara said. “Would you share it?”

“Not today,” Sirius said. That was always suspicious, but he didn’t want to be rumbled as the Sirius Black. Not until he was long gone from the area, anyway.

“I am the very definition of discretion,” Yara said. “You would not be exposed by me. My word is my reputation, and my reputation is my livelihood. But should you change your mind, it will help match a suitable wand to you.”

“My last wandmaker didn’t need any of this,” Sirius said. He knew that wandmakers were an eccentric breed, each one with his or her own peculiarities. If Yara’s was to involve divination and God only knew what else, all Sirius could do was play along.

Yara’s reply echoed Sirius’s thoughts.

“There are as many ways of being a wandmaker as there are wandmakers,” Yara said. “If you enjoyed your last, by all means return to him. My methods are my own.”

Well. Sirius was hardly about to do that. And Dumbledore had sent him here, to Puerto Hechizados. Not to a wandmaker in MACUSA or the western territories; not to the Mexicos; not anywhere in South America or even Canada.

To Puerto Hechizados in particular. To Yara Atabeyra.

Sirius shrugged.

“Alright,” he said. “Sirius Black.”

If Yara recognised the name, it didn’t show. She simply nodded.

“I see.” She looked down at his teacup. “Tell me: the love that’s in your past. Do you see it your future as well?”

The question caught Sirius unaware. Which love? What sort of love? He had lots in his past, hoped he would have some in his future. The love of friends; of family; Sirius wished for nothing more.

“What sort of love?” Sirius asked, wary.

“If you are asking the question,” said Yara, “then you already know my answer.”

Not really the sort of answer Sirius had wanted. Cryptic, and seemingly without reason.

The love in his past… well, that was there. Had been something, once. But in his future? Difficult to say. Azkaban didn’t leave much room for thoughts of love. Not like that, anyway. And the relevance of such a thing to wands was next to impossible to see.

“Maybe,” Sirius said after a while. “It isn’t… it’s just not important to me. Not as important as other things, anyway. I’ve got people to think about, duties; I’m not looking for—for—that kind of entanglement. Not anymore.”

Yara nodded.

“Duty. People. Important, yes? An example of your loyal nature.”

“I suppose,” said Sirius. Loyalty was important. A basic part of life. Loyalty to one’s friends, one’s ideals… Sirius always stood by the people he loved and the things he believed in. But did he have a loyal nature? Those things were part and parcel of being a good man. Things that anyone needed to do, if they wanted to be able to look themselves in the mirror or sleep well at night.

Not that Sirius could do either of those things especially well these days.

“When you have your new wand,” Yara said after a few moments of silence, “what will you do?”

“Well, that’s easy,” Sirius said. “I’ll—”

And then he stopped. He didn’t know what he would do. Go back to England? See Harry in Scotland? Scour the Isles for Peter and You-Know-Who? He wanted to do all of those things – and none of those things. The selfish part of him wanted to flee somewhere they’d never heard of Voldemort, where Sirius Black was just a random name of no importance. But that wasn’t realistic. Peter was his fault. His responsibility.

And even if he hadn’t been, there was Harry to consider. Promises he’d made to James. And Lily.

Promises he’d made to himself. There was Remus, too, Remus who he’d just left – left without so much as a goodbye. Not even the most hurried of explanations, and hadn’t he deserved one, even if by the end, things between them had been – well. Sirius had made many mistakes in his short life, and how he’d left things there was just one among many.

And then there was whatever Dumbledore wanted him to do, not that he particularly wanted to be Dumbledore’s lapdog. Not after what had happened, genuine mistake or no.

But… he would have to do something after getting a new wand. Finding Peter, watching over Harry… that was a worthy cause. And if the pursuit of duty let him avoid dealing with unthought thoughts and feelings left unexamined, that was perfectly reasonable. A man did what a man had to do, after all.

“I don’t know,” Sirius said eventually, once he realised Yara was actually going to wait for his response. “I’ve got people who… there are things I always said I’d do, so… that. I’d do that.”

“Duty and responsibility,” murmured Yara. “Is there no room for joy and whimsy?”

Sirius fought the urge to laugh. It wouldn’t have been a joyous or a whimsical laugh, anyway. As a much younger man there had been room for joy and whimsy. Some would argue that he’d spent too much time on joy and whimsy and not enough on … well, anything else. But that was before Azkaban. Before the War. Before, well, anything else. Before Lily and James.

James, who he’d failed. What space was there for joy and whimsy in a world Sirius’s own folly had ripped to pieces? One small choice, a trick played, that rippled outwards and changed everything. And it was all Sirius’s fault, his own attempt at cleverness which backfired so spectacularly his best friend was dead and the entire world looked different.

What would even bring him joy these days? Sirius didn’t know. Not really, anyway – the drinking and lounging he’d been doing in the Caribbean was just a silly thing. A distraction. Nothing so grand or important that it brought joy.

There wasn’t even any whimsy in it. Sirius drank to forget. Caroused to fill a hole.

But Sirius didn’t say any of that. It was none of Yara’s business, and besides that, it was sad. So instead, Sirius shrugged.

“There’ll be time for that later,” he said.

“Only if you make time,” murmured Yara. “But that is your own business, yes?” She mirrored Sirius’s shrug. “Your last wand—what was its wood? Its core?”

“Dragon heartstring,” Sirius said immediately. “Cypress.”

“A powerful, if somewhat tragically ominous, combination,” Yara said. She glanced at the teacup once more. “Well, I think I have some idea of a suitable partner for you. Are you ready to try?”

“Yes,” said Sirius, much more eager than he’d thought he would be. It wasn’t his old wand. It could never be that wand, the first, the wand he’d done so much magic with… that wand was gone. Snapped, and then burned, the ashes scattered into the North Sea.

A symbolic death of the wizard he was to mark the transition from freeman to prisoner.

“Wait here and I will return,” said Yara. She got up from her seat and disappeared into the back of the converted ship to where she stored her wands. Sirius watched her go with a melancholy sort of anticipation brewing in his stomach.

Yara returned a few minutes later carrying five boxes. She placed them on the counter and gestured for Sirius to come, then opened the first of the boxes.

“One of these will be your new wand,” Yara said. “Of this, I am quite sure. So, try this.” She took out a long, very thin and elegant, wand. “Kapok, with a snallygaster heartstring core. A wand well-suited for speed in casting. Would you like to try?”

Sirius took the wand. It felt light in his hand. Airy, almost like nothing at all. But it didn’t feel right. Not like his wand.

What if no wand ever feels like my wand again? Sirius wondered. He’d heard about wizards like that before, of course – people who lost their first wand and then never got properly matched with another. They could cast spells with any old wand, but they never found a wand that was even half as good as their first, and they always knew something was missing…

“Shall I try a spell?” Sirius asked, although he knew it wouldn’t matter – the wand he held was not the wand he would leave with that day.

“Something simple. The Wand-Lighting Charm, perhaps,” suggested Yara.

Sirius cast the spell. It worked, of course, as Sirius was an adult wizard who had long since mastered such a simple charm. Not even his time in Azkaban had stripped him of that ability. But the wand felt awkward in his hand. There was no joy, no music, no frisson of something more…

“This is absolutely unsuitable for you,” Yara said. She snatched the wand away from Sirius and put it back into its case. “We shall try this one next—it is of rosewood and thestral hair. An unusual combination, I agree, but one with a delicateness which will pair well your innate sense of compassion. Try again.”

Sirius took hold of the wand. The wood was pale, appeared untreated with varnish, but had an exquisite and delicate geometric pattern across it. A pretty little thing, but Sirius didn’t think it would suit him. He gave it a wave and a shower of half-hearted sparks sputtered out of the end and disappeared after only fractions of a second.

“Not this,” said Yara.

Sirius tried the rest of the wands and none of them felt right. Yara agreed, stating each time that the combination was wrong, or that the connection between him and the wand would never truly blossom.

“We will try some others,” said Yara. “Do not worry—I have never failed to match someone with a wand. If we must, I will make you a new wand.”

She took the five boxes of wands back into her workshop before Sirius could say anything, and returned a few minutes later with a single, dusty box.

“Try this,” Yara said. “This is a wand of tzalam, with a core of powdered and setmami wata scale.”

Sirius had never heard of either of those things. Not tzalam, which he assumed must be some sort of wood native to the Caribbean, and not whatever a mami wata was. Some sort of scaled being. Kin to merfolk?

The wand was long and thick, with intricate geometric carvings etched into the shaft. Dark in colour with an almost purplish hue, when Sirius took it from the box it felt weighty in his hand. Not heavy, exactly, but present.

“Cast,” said Yara.

Sirius didn’t waste any time. He cast a wordless Wand-lighting Charm and knew this was the wand for him. Soft light came from the end of the wand in an instant, bathing the somewhat dim room in its light. The wand felt good in his hand, like it was meant to be there. Solid, but not heavy. Almost an extension of himself.

“I feel like this is the wand for me,” Sirius said. “It feels right in my hand.” Not better than his old wand, but at least as good. Just as right a fit for him. And after so long without his old wand, who was to say that one would have still been such a good match? After more than a decade wasting away in Azkaban?

But the wand Sirius held in his hand, the tzalam and mami wata scale wand… that was definitely right. He felt like they’d make a good pair.

“Yes, I think so too,” said Yara. “You will do well together, you and your wand of tzalam and mami wata scale. It is filled with good transformative power, perfect for this crossroads in your life. How will you be paying?”

“Um,” Sirius said. “Hang on. I’ve got some gold here…” He fished in his shorts for the pouch he’d withdrawn from the bank earlier on. “Here. How much?”

Yara told him the amount and Sirius paid, exchanging his gold for the exquisite wand. Yara’s wand was more expensive than Ollivanders’ were, but then Sirius supposed that Ollivander had a Ministry subsidy to be getting on with. It didn’t matter – Sirius had more than enough money and spending it on a wand was a necessity.

Sirius left Varitología clutching his new wand, feeling like a real wizard again. His own wand. His own wand that had been matched to him specifically. Not an Ollivander wand and made from materials Ollivander would no doubt look down on… but none of that mattered to Sirius. What mattered was that he had a wand.

He was a wizard. Had a wizard’s tool. And he was never going to let anyone take his wand away ever again.

Sirius walked out of Yara’s ship-cum-wand shop with his head held high, shoulders back, and the weight of the world no longer anywhere near him. He felt renewed enough that he stopped by one of Puerto Hechizado’s pubs for a few drinks before returning to his muggle hotel via apparition.

Upon his return to the hotel Sirius saw an owl waiting for him. Dumbledore, probably, although he hoped it was from Harry.

But he was right – it was from Dumbledore.


  I am afraid I must interrupt your convalescence once more. An associate of mine will be in New Orleans next Wednesday. I would like you to meet with him to receive a package for me which cannot be transported in the usual manner. A pukwudgie friend of mine will meet you at the apparition point into the city’s magical quarter at precisely 11:00.



  Do not be late.


And so began the first of Sirius’s errands for Dumbledore in and around the Caribbean Sea.

*

After weeks – months – zipping from place to place, meeting to meeting, on Dumbledore’s orders, Sirius was finally set to return home. And it hadn’t been all work, either, since he spent quite a lot of time relaxing at his muggle hotel. But even holidays grew boring after a while.

Not that he wanted to go ‘home’ particularly, since 12 Grimmauld Place was a dingy, awful place full of sad memories and Dark artefacts. But from there Sirius could follow along with Harry’s Triwizard progress, get more involved in the actual day-to-day of the fight against Voldemort, and crucially, start looking for Peter.

Of course he couldn’t go through any of the usual routes. International portkeys were tracked and monitored, so the Ministry would know exactly where he entered the country if he tried one of those; Dumbledore could make an illegal one, but then wouldn’t be able to get it to him in time for the activation. So portkey was out. Apparition was technically possible from one of the Channel Islands to the far south of England, but Sirius didn’t feel up to trying that. It was tricky, given the enchantments around the islands. Which left international Floo, and that, too, was monitored by the Ministry – and went right into the Ministry of Magic itself to boot.

“What about Fawkes?” Sirius had suggested to Dumbledore, only to receive a firm ‘no.’. Apparently, Fawkes was a phoenix not a taxi. So that meant Sirius had to take a muggle aeroplane from Cuba to London.

And he’d never been on an aeroplane before. Hadn’t ever been to a muggle airport, wasn’t entirely sure what the process was… but Sirius thought it was manageable. Buy a ticket – although Dumbledore had done that for him, or had it done, at least – and then turn up and get on the aeroplane. Simple enough.

So Sirius apparated into Havana and got himself a taxi to the airport, then wandered into the departures terminal in search of … well, anyone who could help him get on the plane. There were muggles everywhere, and none of them looked even half as lost as Sirius felt. In the end, he matched the logo on his plane ticket to one of the counters and made his way there.

After standing in a queue for an hour. Not even what felt like an hour but was really less – an actual hour. He timed it. But eventually he found himself at the head of the queue talking with a bored-looking muggle woman.

“Er, yes, I want to check in for my aeroplane flight, please,” Sirius said. He didn’t bother trying Spanish, since his was awful, and besides, everyone else in the queue had spoken English anyway. “I’ve never flown before—this is how I’m meant to do it, isn’t it?”

That gave the muggle woman pause. She stopped tapping at her funny little muggle machine and looked up at Sirius.

“Then how did you get here?”

Sirius paused.

“Er—boats. Yeah, on a boat.”

The woman didn’t look convinced. But Sirius couldn’t think of any other ways muggles travelled that would also go across the ocean, so boats it had to be.

“So, yeah,” Sirius said. “Boats on the way in, plane on the way out. I’m an unusual fellow. So, er—this is what I’m meant to do, isn’t it?”

“Let me have a look at your ticket…” the woman said. Sirius handed her the papers Dumbledore had arranged for him, except for the passport, and waited. She shuffled through them. “Yes, this is all in order. One moment, sir, and I’ll get you your boarding pass ready… Do you have any luggage for the hold?”

“Er, no,” Sirius said. That was only half-true, since he did have a load of things he’d purchases over the weeks, but it was all shrunken and stuffed in the pocket of his shorts. And he had kept one of the ridiculous birds used by the Caribbean wizards, although he’d sent the beautiful bird flying back to England. But in any case there wasn’t any need for a bag.

The woman stopped what she was doing.

“Nothing at all? Not even a small bag to carry on?”

“No,” Sirius said. “Why? Is that unusual?”

“A little,” said the woman after some hesitation. “Usually, people… well, it doesn’t matter. Everything is in order, sir. Have a good flight.” She handed Sirius back his things.

“Where do I go now?” Sirius asked. “I’m not quite—”

“Go to the departures lounge—there are signs,” said the woman.

Sirius left, his place in the queue instantly filled by another traveller. There were signs, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find where he was meant to go. In theory. Sirius followed the signs, went through the check in procedure, and then settled in to wait.

The departures lounge was less boring than he would have thought, and he spent some time in the pub, and a little bit more time wandering through the various shops filled with bits and pieces of muggle bric-a-brac. Not that he wanted to buy any of it, since it seemed utterly useless, but it was a good diversion as Sirius waited hours for the aeroplane to get ready to leave.

Several hours later, Sirius finally managed to get a seat on the aeroplane… which meant only a few more hours until he got back to England. It took the better part of a day to get back to London from Cuba, but even that was better than getting caught by the Ministry.

So Sirius kept his complaints to himself.

After even more time on the other side as Sirius passed through muggle customs checks courtesy of his falsified documents from Dumbledore, Sirius was free to go where he pleased. As Sirius stepped outside of the airport the dreary murk of England was an almost welcome sight. The petrol-soaked air of Heathrow Airport wasn’t Sirius’s favourite smell, but it was nice to be back on familiar ground. The Caribbean had been lovely, but it wasn’t home, and more than that, Sirius had work to do.

So, after a quick look around, Sirius found a quiet place and apparated away.

*

Number Twelve, Grimmauld Place. Sirius’s childhood home… of sorts. He’d run away at fifteen, went to live with James and his parents. Hadn’t gone back since. But despite being blasted from his mother’s damned tapestry, the property had been passed along to Sirius anyway. Funny, that. The blood-traitor failure, abject disappointment, worthless son ended up with the house and all the gold in the end.

Sirius wondered why. Perhaps his mother had been so moved by his apparent support of the Dark Lord that she’d reconsidered her stance against him.

Or more likely, Sirius was the only male-line heir left, and his father didn’t want to see the name die. Didn’t want to pass the family gold along to Narcissa’s boy. Well, whatever the reason, Sirius had been cursed with the family mansion. A crumbling, mouldy old townhouse in the middle of London, vacant for years save a lone – and quite mad – house elf.

Not exactly the sort of place Sirius wanted to own. Its one saving grace was that due to generations of paranoia from Blacks long deceased, the house was like a fortress. It would take a team of Ministry curse-breakers literally the best part of a year to get inside, and that suited Sirius well enough for the time being. Even if that did mean living with Kreacher.

Sirius apparated directly into the hallway. The enchantments surrounding the house allowed him to, of course, as the owner. And he didn’t much like what he saw.

Dirt. Dust. Everywhere. Despite there having been at least one house elf present since he’d last visited the house more than a decade ago, the house was dark and filthy. Thick layers of dust covered the paintings and ornaments and, disturbed as it was by Sirius’s entrance, cascaded around the room in a flurry.

“Ugh,” groaned Sirius. What was the bloody point in having a house elf if it didn’t actually clean the house? Of course, Kreacher was a particularly unpleasant example of the species, and he had been alone for several years since Walburga Black’s death… so perhaps that wasn’t so surprising.

“Kreacher!” Sirius called. “Oi. Your master is home. Attend me.”

Silence. No tell-tale pop of house elf apparition. Not even the pitter-patter of little feet. Just as when he’d been a child, Kreacher ignored Sirius. Unless he was dead, Sirius supposed, but the elf hadn’t been that old. Sirius would have expected him to see out the end of the century at least.

“Start as you mean to go on, Kreacher,” Sirius muttered. Well, that was a problem for later. He needed to figure out where his paradise bird, Rodrigo, had got to. The garden, probably, so Sirius made his way there.

“AND WHO’S THIS IN MY HOUSE?” screeched a woman’s voice from the hallway. “NOT MY SON? ESCAPED FROM PRISON?”

Sirius paused. A chill ran up his spine and every instinct in his body told him to run. At the first word Sirius was taken back to his earliest years, those days spent cowering from Walburga Black’s incandescent rage.

Fuck, he thought. His mother. Or his mother’s portrait, at any rate – he’d been assured the woman herself was long dead. He’d read the obituary. But it was just her style to get a portrait painted of herself, and Sirius felt certain she’d spent long hours teaching it all the little nuances that made Walburga Black the most bile-filled, hateful woman in existence.

At least I can enjoy the screaming as I burn the thing, Sirius thought to himself. Clouds and silver linings and all that. He’d have to take an afternoon over it, burn the portrait as slowly as was possible. Clever use of freezing charms, perhaps.

But he couldn’t stand still in the front hall forever, so Sirius started walking again. Headed for the garden and ignored his mother’s wailing. Many an afternoon had been spent at snatched play in the garden, or the attic, or generally just wherever Walburga Black wasn’t, so Sirius felt right at home. It was almost nostalgic. Not quite, but as close as Sirius thought he could get in the mouldering old pile that served as home.

Sirius got through to the garden and let in Rodrigo, who’d been waiting patiently for God only knew how long. The handsome bird let out a melodic trill as he came into the house.

“Welcome home, Rod,” Sirius muttered. “My mother would have hated you.”

The thought gave Sirius a little boost.

Sirius sat there in the kitchen at the ancient and dusty kitchen table with Rodrigo, staring out of the long-neglected garden window. After a while of Sirius being sat there in silence with Rodrigo he turned at the sound of tip-tapping feet.

Kreacher.

“The master comes barking his orders, thinks Kreacher will listen to a dirty blood-traitor criminal…” muttered the elf darkly, showing no sign that he’d even seen Sirius in the kitchen. “Sad times for the great House of Black that its master is such an awful wizard… Oh how the old masters would be weep.”

“So you aren’t dead, then,” Sirius said. “That’s a pity. Thought I finally had the house to myself. Decided there’s no need to clean, then?”

At first, Kreacher didn’t respond. Didn’t bother looking at Sirius. The old elf tiptoed through the kitchen, reached into a cupboard to take out a box of something – elf biscuits, Sirius thought – and turned.

“It thinks Kreacher doesn’t clean,” scoffed Kreacher. “Kreacher cleans.”

“Doesn’t bloody look like it,” Sirius said. “Everything’s covered in dust and I’m pretty sure I heard doxies in the cloakroom on my way in.”

Kreacher sniffed.

“It’s been in the house less than an hour and it thinks it knows what’s going on,” Kreacher said. “Spends years in prison—his poor mother beside herself—and what does it do when it gets back? Complains about the dust. Not an ounce of kindness. Bet he didn’t even think of his mother, living alone in this big house. Kreacher thought of the mistress. Kreacher was here. Doesn’t think about that, does he.” Kreacher kept on muttering darkly, just too low for Sirius to make out the words.

Sirius grimaced. Kreacher was probably more of a son to the late Walburga Black than Sirius had ever been. Certainly the old witch liked the elf more than she’d ever liked Sirius. But then, Kreacher had always been her favourite elf, at least since R—

Sirius forced the thought away. No doubt she’d allowed Kreacher all sorts of latitude towards the end, some of which would account for his attitude to Sirius. And the rest was just the elf’s long-standing hatred of Sirius.

Sirius would need a firm hand to fix that… assuming he could work up to caring.

*

Sirius sent off for a Daily Prophet subscription in the days after he returned to the country. Not that he particularly wanted to read that awful rag, but it was the official Triwizard reporter for the country, and he wanted – needed – to keep up with Harry’s progress. It was a good distraction from Grimmauld Place, anyway. And Sirius owed it to James and Lily to support their son, especially since Sirius had landed himself in Azkaban and missed most of the lad’s childhood. That was… not his proudest moment. Far from it.

But that was life, and Sirius was trying not to castigate himself so often. Not when he had a screaming mad portrait and a demented house elf to do it for him. Instead, Sirius tackled the more literal gloom of the house itself. Kreacher was next to no help – even direct commands went awry more often than not – so Sirius picked the parts of the house with the least bad memories attached to try to clean.

Which was easier said than done, as even those rooms were full of unpleasant memories along with the Dark artefacts and long-neglected furniture. But it was something, and if it was all done only so that Sirius didn’t have to tackle his parents’ bedroom or – God forbid – Regulus’s, well, that was alright.

He was only human.

So Sirius found himself in the large room which had served as his parents’ entertaining room. It was a public-facing room, one used for parties where the guests would be drawn from a range of different families – where Dark artefacts on display might offend some and lead to criminal charges. Or the threat of them, anyway, since the Black vaults were large and deep and always ready for a bribe. But it did mean that the room, with its faded grandeur, held far fewer tricks and surprises than most in Number Twelve.

With a wave of his wand Sirius enchanted a set of brushes to scrub the walls. Years of neglect had turned the once fabulously opulent rendering of the walls drab and shabby, and Sirius’s more general purpose cleaning spells hadn’t done a thing to shift it. Once he was done, Sirius turned his attention to the chandeliers.

Once, a guest had made the mistake of suggesting they were gilded rather than a pure gold frame. Walburga Black had put a swift end to any of that nonsense, and the man had never attended a society party again. Or so Sirius remembered being told. Great, big, ugly things they were, not at all something Sirius would have chosen to have in his house. Big and thick, with crystals made from mined diamonds rather than transfigured glass.

“’Because the toil is the point’,” Sirius muttered to himself as he looked up at them. That they had been mined out of the ground by muggle children was one of his mother’s favourite things about them.

So Sirius spent the rest of the day in the function room cleaning. Repairing the tattered old furniture with Mending Charms. Scrubbing the walls – or enchanting brushes to scrub the walls – of layers and layers of grim. Sorting the ornaments and other bits and pieces of tat into piles of ‘useful’ and ‘useless’. He’d been at it hours when Kreacher wandered into the room with a great big frown on his face.

“The master commanded Kreacher to bring him his letters,” Kreacher said, holding out a letter to Sirius. “So Kreacher has.” That had required several attempts at refining the command – before Sirius had specified that he wanted his letters brought directly to him as soon as they were delivered, Kreacher would hide them and tell him days after they’d arrived.

No doubt the disobedient elf was already thinking up ways around the command, but for the moment, Sirius thought it was working. It worked well enough that he was getting his letters, anyway.

Now if only Sirius could figure out how to get him to do a proper bit of cleaning.

Sirius snatched the letter from Kreacher’s hand and waved his own in a dismissive motion.

“You can go. Go back to doing whatever you were doing,” Sirius said. He looked down at the letter. It was from Dumbledore. He’d been hoping for a letter from Harry, but for Dumbledore to send a letter it must have been important.

A chance to actually do something? Sirius wondered. That would be nice. He’d spent too long cooped up in Grimmauld Place, and even a dirty or otherwise unpleasant errand from Dumbledore would be welcome.


  If you would like to attend Harry’s last Triwizard events it can be arranged. I have spoken with his aunt and uncle and they are willing for this to proceed should you be interested. Speak with Petunia upon receipt of this letter. She will have a supply of Polyjuice Potion for you. Visit her son’s school to acquire his hair.



  D


Unexpected. But… welcome all the same. Not only would Sirius get to leave the mouldy old dungeon that was Number Twelve, he’d get to watch Harry compete in the Triwizard Tournament. That he had to go with Lily’s muggle sister and her husband was somewhat disappointing, but there were far worse things. And it was a chance to get outside. To interact with other people. People who weren’t Kreacher, anyway.

The apparition would be easy enough. Sirius knew where Harry lived, had been to the home before – although only as a dog. But his memory of that was good enough that Sirius didn’t think he would have a problem apparating there. He just had to get ready.

Sirius left behind his cleaning and returned to his room to get himself a change of clothes. He fiddled with his hair and beard while there, conscious that he still looked like an escaped madman and didn’t want to come off unhinged to Harry’s aunt and uncle. Once he was satisfied that he looked more or less like a normal adult male, Sirius apparated away.

*

With a loud crack Sirius reappeared in Little Whinging. The place was just as Sirius remembered it -dozens of near identical little boxes, distinguishable only by the specific vehicles sat out the front, and occasionally by a door that was of a slightly different style or colour to the others. Sirius had apparated in some distance away from Harry’s aunt and uncle’s home into a more secluded cul-de-sac, so once he was sure no one had seen him, he started the walk towards where Harry lived.

Privet Drive, Sirius remembered the street was called. Fortunately the aurors were no longer stationed directly outside of Harry’s home, as Sirius was believed to be abroad, and most attention was on the Triwizard Tournament anyway. The Ministry had even sent a special taskforce out to the Caribbean looking for him, something which Sirius was inordinately proud of. If only James were still around to hear that little gem.

Although if James were still around, Sirius would never have gone to prison, and there would be no taskforce, so… Sirius shook his head. Best not to dwell on that. Sirius navigated his way through the seemingly endless procession of identical muggle streets until he came upon a sign which read PRIVET DRIVE in neat black letters. He turned onto the street and glanced around at the numbers. Fortunately, there weren’t all that many people about – a couple of young kids on tiny bicycles and an older man fiddling with some bushes.

“Probably should have changed out of my robes,” Sirius muttered to himself. He did stick out a bit. Ah, well. The muggles here had surely seen worse than that at some point in their lives.

Sirius located Number Four and took a deep breath before knocking on the door.

Then he waited.

Nobody answered. It was early evening at the start of summer, so perhaps Lily’s sister and her husband were out doing whatever it was muggle couples did for fun. Sirius knocked again.

Eventually, a tall and thin woman answered the door. At once, Sirius was struck by her resemblance to Lily – the hair was different, and the woman before him had a much more austere look, but Sirius needed no one to tell him he was looking at Lily Evans’s sister. Thinner and longer in her features than Lily had ever been, but… it was a strange sight for Sirius.

The woman – Petunia – stifled a gasp.

“You!” she said. “Dumbledore did say, but so soon! Quick, come inside before someone sees you!” Petunia hissed. She ushered Sirius inside and then practically slammed the door behind him.

“Ah, yeah,” Sirius said. “Me. Dumbledore said I had some arrangements to make.”

“His letter wasn’t very clear,” Petunia said after a few moments. “Not very clear at all—I’m not at all sure what I’m meant to be doing with all of that—all of the—”

“It’s a potion,” Sirius explained. “It’s going to let me disguise myself as your son. Did Dumbledore explain the plan?” Sirius hoped so since he didn’t fancy explaining to Petunia and her husband that he was going to magically transform himself into their son. That seemed like a Dumbledore job, not a Sirius job.

Although given the rate at which Dumbledore jobs were becoming Sirius jobs, perhaps not.

“Who’s at the door, Pet?” called out another voice from deeper inside the house. Sirius glanced in its direction, but the view was blocked by a flimsy-looking, off-white wooden door. The husband, Sirius assumed… unless Petunia was carrying on with someone else.

“It’s—it’s…” she said, clearly unsure how to proceed. “Harry’s godfather,” she settled on eventually. “You know the one.” She glanced over at Sirius, then gestured to the living room. “We should go on through. It’s just this way…”

Petunia ushered Sirius into a smallish room just off the cramped main hallway of the house. Sirius had forgotten just how small muggle houses were – barely enough room to swing a kneazle, let alone get up to anything really interesting. But it was pleasant enough, in its almost aggressively muggle way.

Little photographs lined most of the walls, along with occasional bits and pieces of mass-produced art. The living room was nice enough, Sirius supposed, although a bit too prim for his tastes. Dead-still muggle photographs sat on tables, cabinets, and along the walls, photographs of the whole family and several of just the two boys. More of the fat one, the one Sirius would pretend to be during the Triwizard Tournament, but some of Harry on his own. None from after he’d started Hogwarts as far as Sirius could tell, save a few where he appeared with the entire family. That’d be the wizard photos, Sirius supposed – he’d have to show them how to make them still for display in muggle settings.

After another quick sweep of the room Sirius noticed a solitary photograph of Lily tucked away on a table in the very corner of the room, so unobtrusive as to be near-enough invisible, noticeable only because Sirius had been looking hard.

Amidst the little figurines, prim furniture, and photographs sat a veritable whale of man, red-faced and reclining in an armchair. He turned to look at Sirius, nodded, then turned away again. Back to the little box in the corner – a television, Sirius remembered. A sort of muggle photobox. Then, almost as if to check, the man looked over at Sirius again.

“Oh, you. Right. You know, I almost didn’t recognise you, and they had those photos plastered everywhere, didn’t they? You don’t look half as pale in person.”

Sirius assumed that was meant as a compliment. He took it as one, anyway.

“Spent some time in the Caribbean lately,” Sirius said. “Took away some of the pallor.”

The man nodded as if considering it.

“Pet’s been wanting to visit Cuba for a while now,” Vernon said. “Haven’t you, Pet? Can’t figure out why—place is a Communist nightmare. Weather’s meant to be nice, I suppose.”

“Yes, darling,” Petunia said. “A ghastly Communist nightmare with nothing at all to recommend it Heaven only knows why so many people go there on holiday.” She gestured for Sirius to take a seat. “Please, sit. Would you like a drink, Sirius? Some tea, water? Wine, perhaps?”

Sirius shook his head.

“No, thanks,” he said. “It’s fine.”

Petunia nodded.

“Sirius was just here because—well, Vernon, do you remember that letter Dumbledore sent us?” she said.

“Which one? Bloke’s always sending bloody letters,” Vernon said. “Not that we’ve ever asked him to.”

“Yes, darling,” Petunia said again. “The most recent. The one about going to watch Harry at his—his duelling finals?”

“Oh, yes. Those,” said Vernon. He didn’t look away from the television. “What about them?”

“Do you remember what I said about Sirius disguising himself as Dudley to come and watch Harry with us? I think Sirius is here to arrange that.”

“Yes!” said Sirius quickly, keen to steer the topic of conversation to more productive places. As much as it was nice getting out of the house and away from Kreacher, Sirius wasn’t at all sure Number Four Privet Drive was the right place for that. Or at least not while Vernon watched the television and Petunia hovered awkwardly.

“Not sure I’m keen on the idea,” Vernon said. “Disguising yourself as our Dud? It’s more than a little strange, you’ve got to understand.”

“I understand,” Sirius said. Truthfully, he didn’t want to spend any time at all in the body of a fifteen year old boy, let alone the one in the photographs all around the room, but that seemed to be his only real option. “If you’re uncomfortable with it—or if Dudley doesn’t want me to—we won’t do it. It’s fine. Really.” It wasn’t, but… well… that was that. Sirius wouldn’t force them into it. That wasn’t at all fair.

“It is a little bit strange,” Petunia added. “Could you… could you explain how it works?”

“Er, yeah,” Sirius said. “So, there’s this potion—called Polyjuice—and it lets you turn into someone else, as long as you put a bit of that person’s hair into it. It only lasts about an hour, so I won’t be Dudley permanently—just when we’re in public during the Tournament stuff.”

“It doesn’t hurt, does it?” asked Petunia.

“No, no—I’ll be fine. It’s a really—oh, you meant your son.” Sirius shook his head at his mistake. “Sorry. No, not at all. Apart from plucking the hair to use, your son won’t know a thing is happening. It’s just… I’ll transform into him, that’s all. And I promise I won’t spend any more time than I absolutely have to disguised as Dudley—assuming you say yes. There’s an antidote you can take, so as soon as we’re out of view, I’ll use it and turn back into myself.”

And really, as much as Sirius had said that to assuage the Dursleys’ worries, it was a great bit of relief for himself, too. It was strange being in a different body. Everyone had heard about how long-term users of Polyjuice potion had problems. No, Sirius wasn’t at all interested in spending any more time than absolutely necessary as anything other than himself.

Or a big black dog, but that was different, because the dog was part of him. Was him.

“It’s just bizarre,” said Vernon, glancing away from the television. “Sending a grown man disguised as a young lad. A boy, really. No funny business, and that’s if Dud says yes.”

“I can assure you, Vernon, ‘funny business’ is the furthest thing from my mind,” Sirius said firmly. “I just want to go and watch Harry’s event. If it comes to it—if Dumbledore agrees—I’ll go as a dog. I can do that—I’m an animagus. But I’d like to be able to talk to Harry as well, and they might have spells to detect animagi. Dumbledore seems sure Polyjuice will work, so I’m not too worried about that, but if you don’t think…”

“Well,” Petunia said, “it’s really up to Dudley. And I can’t say I’m thrilled with the idea, but I think it would mean a lot to Harry if you were there watching him. We’re going to go, of course—when the invite came we said, didn’t we Vernon, we said that we would go—but I think it would be nice for Harry to have someone there from the… from his father’s side.”

Sirius lit up at her words.

“That’s brilliant!” he said, smiling a real, deep smile for what felt like the first time ever. “We just need to get hairs from your lad—a good bunch should do, but no need to shave the head or anything like that—and we’ll be good to go. Dumbledore’s letter said you had the potion already, I’ll add the hairs when we see each other next. Is that alright?”

“We’ll have to arrange a meeting with Dudley through Smeltings,” Petunia said, sounding half as if she were saying it to herself rather than to Sirius. “And we’ll have to ask Dudley if he’s willing, of course—it’s him you’re disguising yourself as after all. But we’ve got until next week, so that shouldn’t be a problem…”

“He’s not interested in going himself, then?” Sirius asked.

“We did ask,” said Petunia. “He said no.”

Why any muggle would turn down the opportunity to visit Hogwarts – to spectate the Triwizard Tournament and its final events – was something Sirius couldn’t understand. But evidently Dudley had.

“He’s not interested in all this magic nonsense,” Vernon said. “Got a proper sensible head on his shoulders, no time for…” He waved a fat hand. “All that stuff. He know what’s he’s about.”

“Ah, right,” said Sirius. “I suppose that’s fair enough.” It must be difficult for muggles, knowing about magic but never getting to actually do it. Torturous, even, so Sirius thought Petunia’s boy had a decent enough way of coping with that. “So, if you’ll ask Dudley and grab the hairs, I’ll meet you here just before we’re to go on up to Hogwarts to complete the potion, and we’ll go on up together? Is that alright?”

“Yes, yes,” said Vernon, turning his attention back to the television. “If the boy agrees. I’m still not happy with the idea, but we talked about it already, and we agreed that Harry would like having you there. But I’m warning you—no funny business.”

“Well, that’s all settled, then,” said Petunia with a thin smile. “Would you like me to show you out?”

“Nah,” said Sirius. “If you don’t mind I’ll apparate right from here—easier than finding somewhere private outside.”

“Oh, ah—well, I suppose that would be fine,” Petunia said. “That’s the one where you disappear, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Sirius said. “So… if we’re agreed I’ll see you next week?”

Petunia nodded, and Sirius smiled. Then he apparated away, right back into the hallway at Grimmauld Place… provoking a tirade of abuse from his mother’s portrait. Sirius ignored it, happy for the first time in a long time.

*

Petunia and her husband acquired the necessary hairs and, when it was time for them to travel to Hogwarts. Sirius joined them. Finished off the stock of Polyjuice potion and transformed into their son, which was an experience he didn’t want to repeat.

Although would have to, and multiple times, to get through the coming days. But it was all to watch Harry duel, to see him fly. Well, to see him fly again and on a proper broom, since he’d already seen him as an infant on a toy. Being back at Hogwarts brought up all sorts of memories Sirius had tried very hard to suppress, but he ignored them as best he could. He was at the castle for Harry, not to drown in the weight of his own unhealed trauma.

And it seemed like Harry really did need someone there for him. That secret room, the one Sirius hadn’t ever heard of before, was still plaguing him. The whole business seemed off to Sirius, seemed like something that Dumbledore ought to know about… but with Harry refusing to say anything, Sirius wouldn’t go against him. Not when their relationship was so fragile. So after failing to open to room, Sirius let it go. Watched Harry’s doubles final, all the while pretending to be Harry’s muggle cousin, sipping his Polyjuice and pretending as if it was his first time seeing magic in all its glory.

And then Harry had won, and it had all been worth it. He’d even got to spent the rest of the afternoon with him, although Sirius was only part of it. But that was alright. In the thestral-drawn carriages back to the castle, despite being sat there between Petunia and Vernon Dursley in the body of a muggle child, Sirius felt almost normal again.

When they returned to the Three Broomsticks Sirius tried to excuse himself, but to his surprise Vernon stopped him.

“No, no—stay a while,” he said. “We wanted to get a little drink, get to know you a bit better,” he said. “Man to man, you know. It’s only right.” He paused. “And, you know, we’ve not the foggiest what drinks are like here, so… might need a little help.”

Sirius-as-Dudley nodded.

“Alright. You’d like a Firewhisky, I think,” Sirius said. He glanced over at Petunia, who was sat on her own at a table. “Petunia might enjoy Icewine; Lily did. I’ll have—” He stopped. He’d usually order a Firewhisky for himself, but as Dudley? Would a butterbeer be more appropriate? Well, sod that – he was a grown man, even if he was currently disguised as a child. “Firewhisky too,” Sirius said. Sirius turned to join Petunia at the table, then stopped. “Er—do you have gold? They don’t accept muggle money here, that’s all.”

Vernon waved Sirius away.

“Yes, yes—Dumbledore sorted it for us, apparently.”

Sirius went to sit with Petunia. The silence amidst the jovial atmosphere in the Three Broomsticks was palpable. But Sirius didn’t know what to say.

“Ver—Dad—asked me to stay,” Sirius explained after a long enough silence that he’d started to feel awkward. “So he’s getting us some drinks. He ordered you an Icewine.” Sirius paused. “Er, I’m told that Lily—Aunt Lily—enjoyed it.”

God, it was awkward talking around everything like that. Sirius had known Lily and James. Knew all the sorts of things about the wizarding world that someone raised in it knew. But Dudley didn’t. It was all ‘Harry told me’ this, and ‘I heard someone say’ that.

A complicated look passed over Petunia’s face, although it was gone after the briefest of moments. The two sisters were alike, and yet so different. Although that, well… Sirius knew all about that. He had his own experiences there, a brother who had once been like a shadow only for it all to end the way it did. So perhaps Sirius had more in common with Petunia than he’d first thought, and wasn’t that something strange?

Lily would have never believed it.

“Oh, how… nice,” Petunia said. Silence again.

Sirius glanced up at the bar where Vernon was still waiting. And would likely be waiting for a while, as the queue was three layers thick and Rosmerta was having trouble getting orders out. A busy night for her, no doubt.

“I enjoyed the duel,” Sirius tried. “What did you think of it?”

“It was a lot more exciting than I thought it would be,” Petunia said. “I’d never—well, you know, I’ve only seen a little bit of magic. Lily was never allowed, and then there was that bit at the wedding I saw, but I’ve never seen… well, until today, of course. And Harry was very good, wasn’t he? I never realised he was quite so talented. I think we made the right decision sending him here.”

As if they’d had any other option. Lily and James had wanted it, Harry had wanted it, and the Ministry could force the issue over muggle guardians anyway. Not that Sirius said that. Instead, he nodded along.

“Yes, definitely.”

After that, the ice was broken, at least a little, and Sirius and Petunia managed to keep up a decent enough conversation about Harry and about the duels they’d seen that morning. Petunia stayed well away from anything about Lily and James, which Sirius found both a blessing and a curse, but some of the awkwardness was gone.

When Vernon returned with Petunia’s Icewine, two glasses of Firewhisky, and an opened bottle of Ogden’s Own, Sirius and Petunia were still talking.

Progress.

“Excellent stuff,” Vernon said as he sat down. “I had a taste at the bar—ordered a whole bottle right away. Never had anything quite like it!” he said. He turned to Petunia. “We’ll have to remember to get a bottle of this in for Christmas, see what Marge thinks of it. Not that we’ll tell her where it’s from, of course.”

Petunia sipped at her wine. At first, she gave no reaction, and then she shivered. A whole-body shiver, one that radiated out from her stomach visibly and ended in her limbs. The tell-tale sign of a good Icewine.

“I didn’t expect that,” she said. She paused. “But it is very nice…”

And that was that. The rest of the evening was spent in a strange but companionable state in the Three Broomsticks, where Sirius alternated between Firewhiskies and Polyjuice Potion until it was time for bed.

*

The next day brought with it Harry’s singles duels. The first was a masterpiece, different from the ones Sirius had watched Harry go through with Tracey. Had a bit more edge to it. When Harry won, Sirius was convinced he’d take the trophy. It was the only thing Sirius could see happen, especially as he’d been placed against the Malfoy boy. Sirius’s cousin, not that they’d ever met.

But then Harry didn’t show up.

Nor had Draco.

And neither of them could be found anywhere. Even Lucius Malfoy had gone missing. Narcissa, the sly thing that she was, had slipped away in the ensuing confusion. Sirius knew then that something terrible had happened, something had gone very wrong… but getting to Dumbledore to tell him proved difficult. Nobody cared what a muggle child had to say, not when there was something unusual happening. As the minutes dragged on, changed to hours, Sirius was finally able to get to Dumbledore to tell him what he knew.

That was added to information brought by one of the Weasley children, matched against what two of Harry’s friends had had to say, and then Dumbledore had disappeared.

Sirius, Petunia, and Vernon were whisked away, of course. Sent where reporters couldn’t find them, kept away from prying eyes. Sirius didn’t mind that. The Hogwarts Hospital Wing was a decent enough place to spend the intervening time… although Sirius wished he could be out there actively searching.

And then Lucius Malfoy had gone tearing through the castle carrying his boy, and Sirius had missed it. The reporters hadn’t, of course, so that was something… but the whole thing left a sour taste in Sirius’s mouth. Of course, that could just be the repeated doses of Polyjuice, but Sirius thought otherwise.

Dumbledore took Sirius aside to chew him out. Took him all the way up to the Headmaster’s office, as if that wasn’t too on the nose. Sirius had sat there amidst the books and arcane instruments, beneath the portraits of headmasters dead and gone, just as he’d done time and time again as a boy. That was the point, Sirius assumed. Make Sirius feel small again. Like an errant schoolchild.

And it worked.

Sirius hung his head as Dumbledore berated him for his foolishness, then slunk away back to the Three Broomsticks disguised once more as Harry’s muggle cousin. He didn’t get to see Harry until the next day, and then not for long – Dumbledore had more to say. So Sirius found himself, once again, sat in the chair in front of Dumbledore’s desk.

“I am going to reform the Order of the Phoenix,” Dumbledore said without preamble. “Things have progressed to a point which is concerning. We must be ready.”

Sirius said nothing. Wasn’t sure what he should say. Reforming the Order was a big step, although probably necessary if that’s what Dumbledore wanted to do. But most of the old Order was gone. Dead. Dead or retired. Or… Pettigrew. There was himself, of course, and Dumbledore; Alastor Moody, Dedalus Diggle; Hestia Jones was still around. Remus, of course, although Sirius didn’t know where he was.

Then again, he’d never asked. Hadn’t reached out. Couldn’t.

“It’s that bad?” Sirius asked. He still didn’t know what had transpired in that secret room. He knew bits and pieces, but no one had sat them down to explain.

“Worse, perhaps,” said Dumbledore. “After speaking with Harry I have come to learn that we are in unprecedented times. I shan’t bore you with the minutiae, but Voldemort had made a horcrux. That horcrux has possessed Lucius Malfoy. We must prepare for a legal battle against Lucius—Hogwarts is going to press charges for kidnapping and assault of a student while on school grounds.”

Sirius leaned back in his chair. That wasn’t what he’d expected. Something to do with Voldemort, yes, but… but that? Horcruxes were Dark, Dark magic. The Darkest of magics. Something whispered about by even the most depraved of the Blacks. Something Walburga wouldn’t have even approved of, and she’d always had the barest of morals.

“Going after the Malfoys,” Sirius said slowly. “That’s going to set the world on fire. What if Pettigrew and—and the other Dark Lord escape? Then we won’t know where they are. If we lose our chance…”

“I do not think that they will,” Dumbledore said. “Voldemort knows that Lucius hosts his horcrux: he will not want to leave it alone. And we will not implicate Voldemort in what unfolds with Lucius. We shall go after the man for his own actions yesterday. But that is not your concern. I have called you here to ask a favour of you: I require your aid in restoring the Order. Specifically…”

And so that was that. Dumbledore explained just what he wanted from Sirius, what Sirius needed to do, and Sirius listened. Part of the sorry mess of things was Sirius’s fault, after all, and what was one more mistake to add to the pile?

*

So Sirius attended to Dumbledore’s errands. That meant he got to leave the house, at least a handful of times, and he’d even got to see several people. People who knew him, who’d known him before, and knew him now for the innocent man that he was. That was something.

But after that, Sirius had to return to Grimmauld Place. And that still meant being cooped up in a house he’d long ago run away from, and with no company either. Well, no company apart from his handsome and wonderful paradise bird. And a screeching, wailing portrait of his late mother that had been stuck to the wall with a selection of spells and potions that Sirius didn’t feel up to unpicking in his present state of mind, and which shouted obscenities every time he moved.

“Filthy little blood traitor! Sits in his room all day, doesn’t care a thing for his poor old mother—”

Sirius ignored the portrait as he walked to the kitchen, right in the bowels of the dark, dingy house. He hadn’t listened to his mother’s ranting and raving when she’d been alive, and he didn’t intend to start while she was dead. If he’d had Moony or Prongs, he reckoned they’d be able to get the portrait down without too much fuss, but…


  Well, better to not think about that, eh? 


So instead, Sirius ignored the portrait every time he had to walk past it. When he got to the kitchen he took out some bread for a sandwich, and set about making it. He had a house-elf but knew better than to ask him for anything. He’d probably poison it somehow, anyway.

Kreacher always complied with Sirius’s requests, but never in quite the way he’d wanted, so Sirius left him to it. The elf had always loved Reg, and—

Better to not think about that, either.

“God, I’m a mess,” Sirius said, and then laughed. “Rattling about this fucking house instead of…” He sighed. The problem was, Sirius Black was a wanted criminal. He should be out there doing good work, working towards the coming war.

Infrequent jaunts to the Continent to be seen as Sirius Black, murderer extraordinaire felt like a waste of everyone’s time. Even the Aurors, who should have been looking for the real criminals. And so what if he’d seen a handful of the old crowd? Spoken with Moody? Sent a letter to Remus, received nothing in response? Pointless. Busy-work designed to get Sirius out of the house while Dumbledore did … something to it.

Especially after Lucius Malfoy had been possessed by Voldemort himself. Or a part of Voldemort – a horcrux. Sirius had heard of such things, but knew almost nothing. And Dumbledore hadn’t explained. That had required a trip to the dusty, musty library tucked away in Grimmauld Place, a place Sirius had never been allowed as a child and had never wanted to visit as an adult.

Sirius almost wished he hadn’t.

An immortal Voldemort, one who could be killed but who could be brought back to life so long as his horcrux still existed… and now there were two of the bastards. In a sense, anyway. Dumbledore hadn’t been too certain that Lucius Malfoy was fully possessed by the part of Voldemort in the horcrux.

So to say that Sirius was frustrated at his inability to be out there, preparing the ground, searching for Pettigrew, doing – doing literally anything, was an understatement.

“Just eat your fucking sandwich,” Sirius said, and sat himself down at the dusty kitchen table. There was more than enough work in the house for him to be getting on with, and he knew that, but it all seemed … pointless. Unimportant. It was just him living there, with the occasional visit from Moody or Dumbledore who were both out in the world doing things.

And with the legal action about to unfold, Sirius felt more useless than ever. He had to sit and wait while everyone else did things. Had to leave Pettigrew alone in Malfoy Manor, so close and yet further away than ever. Better that than Sirius be seen and blow everything up, and yet…

Kreacher appeared in the cellar kitchen with an audible pop carrying a letter.

“A letter has arrived for the blood traitor master,” said the sour old elf. “Kreacher obeyed the master and made sure to fetch his letters, oh, yes Kreacher did,” he continued. He held a letter in his grubby little hands.

Earlier on in the year, when Sirius had first returned to Grimmauld Place, Kreacher had been burning his letters. Well, burning some and delaying the delivery of others depending on his fancy. Sirius had to give him a direct order – worded carefully so as not to leave any loopholes – that he was always to give Sirius his letters, whole and unmolested as soon as they arrived for him. Thus far, it had worked, but Sirius had no doubt that the elf spent his days plotting and scheming ways to get around the orders.

Kreacher was more Walburga Black’s son than either of the boys she’d actually birthed.

Sirius reached out for the letter but the elf stood too far away and made no moves to hand it over.

“Give me the letter,” Sirius ordered. It was becoming tiresome, having to constantly order the elf to perform his duties. Sirius wondered if he could simply order the elf to perform all his duties properly and with the level of courtesy and respect due, or if the bond between homeowner and house-elf didn’t allow that. Or even if Kreacher’s own interpretation of the orders would allow the command to work.

Kreacher handed over the letter, muttering darkly as he did so.

“Oh, the master thinks he’s so clever, but he’ll see,” muttered Kreacher as he left the kitchen. “Oh, he’ll see…”

Sirius watched the elf go and then turned to his letter. He could always deal with Kreacher later.

It was from Dumbledore, and more of a note than a letter, without preamble and clearly hastily scrawled.


  S – 



  H requires a magical guardian for his trip to the Continent this summer. I have procured a stock of Polyjuice and a suitable identity for you. You will accompany him and his aunt, protect them. 



  Do not allow yourself to be seen undisguised.


— D

Sirius leaned back in his chair. Now that, he hadn’t expected. An entire summer – more or less – spent outside of the mouldering Grimmauld Place? A summer without Kreacher? A summer with Harry?

Sirius Black, wanted criminal, man on the run, could live with that.

  






2. Scarhead


    
    Interlude 2 – Scarhead
Draco burned. He had a vague sense that he was being supplied with potion after potion, slathered in poultice after poultice, and yet he had no real awareness of the passage of time let alone where he was. He felt almost as if the world outside was false, a figment of his own imagination. The only thing he could really feel, the only thing that was real to him, was the burning pain across his forehead.

Pain which radiated out in waves, never-ending and hotter than anything had any right to be. A burning fire that consumed every part of his awareness, his sense of self.

Draco remembered nothing since his fight with Harry. Well, the Dark Lord’s fight, although that didn’t feel quite right either. It had been an incomplete blending of the both of them which had fought Harry, and they’d lost.

Or at least, hadn’t won.

Draco had been so sure that—

The thought died as the pain blossomed. Draco’s body writhed and pain radiated from his forehead. The worst of it sprang from the line where the Diadem had sat on his head, almost as if the malignant presence inside had burned its way into his skin. But the Dark Lord was gone from his mind. Where he had been was empty, save for the burning.

A woman’s voice – his mother, Draco assumed – offered soothing words and meaningless prattle.

None of it mattered. All Draco knew was pain. Pain and the gaping void the Dark Lord had left in his head.

“He’s awake!” said a voice. Not his mother. Not his father, either. Nor was it Wormtail. Not … him. And there were no longer any voices inside his head other than his own.

The healer his parents paid to keep quiet, then.

“Draco, Draco my darling! We thought you… Oh, I simply couldn’t bear the thought… but everything will be fine now, I promise,” said his mother.

Draco ignored her and kept his eyes closed. He couldn’t see properly, anyway. He hoped that would eventually change, but if it didn’t, that didn’t seem to matter. The only thing which mattered was pain. Draco screamed, but it was a distant thing. Unimportant. Something his body was doing while his brain processed its solitude.

“Some of the potions we gave him may have caused a degree of confusion with his senses, Mrs Malfoy, but I’m quite sure that will subside soon enough.”

“Only quite sure?” echoed his mother.

“I can’t offer anything more, Mrs Malfoy. I really am sorry—this isn’t something anyone has ever encountered before. If I had some more information about what exactly happened…”

“I cannot,” whispered Draco’s mother.

That makes sense, Draco thought. Money would only go so far, after all. What was Draco’s life next to a potential scandal? Nothing, not to the Dark Lord, at least. Draco knew that well enough from having his soul inside his head.

“I can hear,” Draco said, although it came out croaky, his voice hoarse. “Can’t see properly.” After a few moments of silence, he added, “What happened?”

“Do you not remember? What is the last thing you remember, Master Malfoy?” asked the healer. “Please, I must know.”

“I don’t have amnesia,” Draco snapped. He fought to sit up but gave up when he felt the restraints around his arms kept him in place. “Release me!”

“Do as he says,” said his mother, and the healer loosened his bindings. “But Draco, darling—please be careful. You are still quite weak…”

The healer helped Draco into a seated position, which Draco only allowed because he realised he couldn’t do it alone. The pain grew worse, but it felt distant almost, unimportant.

“How long has it been? How long was I…” Draco started but didn’t know how to finish. How long had he been what, exactly? His last memory was of getting a statue dropped on him in the Room of Hidden Things. His father had been there, as had Harry. But… he remembered nothing else. Not even snatches.

“A week, darling,” his mother said eventually. “You were very ill. A reaction to a cursed object…”

A cursed object. That was what his parents had decided to tell the healer. Likely it would be the story spread about to save their reputation and cover for the Dark Lord.

“The … object,” Draco said slowly through the pain across his forehead. “It’s still on my head?”

“No,” said his mother. “It’s… gone.”

“Then why does my head still hurt?”

Neither his mother nor the healer said a thing.

“Well?” Draco pressed. “It hurts exactly where that fucking—”

“Language, darling,” interrupted his mother, although Draco assumed she only cared that he didn’t reveal the exact nature of the ‘object’. The stupid Diadem was probably locked away in his father’s secret safe, it and its piece of the Dark Lord. “It’s… we were hoping that we could…” She trailed off and said nothing further, but before Draco could muster the strength to speak again, the healer spoke instead.

“There is a scar, Master Malfoy. I believe it to be an aftereffect of the curse on the object. But it is… that is to say… it is a cursed scar and will not fade.”

“Show me,” croaked Draco. “I need to see it.”

“Surely that can wait, my darling?” his mother said. “You have only just woken up—we don’t need to do that yet.”

“Yes, we do,” Draco said. “Get me a mirror.”

Draco heard his mother get up and opened his eyes to see. He could make out something more than blurred shapes this time – his vision was returning to normal, albeit slowly. He thought the remaining problems were due more to the searing pain across his forehead than anything else. Draco glanced around the room. It wasn’t his bedroom but rather one of the guest suites, decorated in what his mother would call a tasteful manner, but not personalised to anyone. Located in part of the Manor more suitable for people outside of the family to see. Far enough away from anything that might prove incriminating or cause a scandal that a healer was allowed to visit.

Not that there would be many visitors moving forward, given the family’s new permanent houseguests.

His mother returned with a small, ornate hand mirror. She hesitated before handing it to him.

“Are you certain?”

“Just show me,” Draco said. He could handle seeing a stupid scar. It was a mark of his service, of his duty to the family discharged. His mother passed the mirror to him and he looked down at it.

When he saw the scar – a jagged little line across his forehead, angry and red – he laughed. It was almost a lopsided mirror of the one Harry had, although thicker and horizontal. It was unlikely to ever fade, would always be vivid and angry. He was disfigured, his pale and clear skin forever marred by the ugly stripe that served as evidence of his foolishness… and even so, all Draco could do was laugh.

*

Draco stared past his mother at the fading portrait of some long-dead member of the Malfoy family and ignored his mother’s words. Since the incident at school he had barely seen his father, and the … guests … they had staying with them now occupied much more of the Manor than ever before. Crabbe and Goyle – senior – both came to and from the Manor almost daily. Sinistrus Nott came less regularly, but more than he usually did.

That snivelling little man, Wormtail, had never left. Wormtail who had given Draco his special task for the year, the task which had seen him disfigured. Wormtail who was the Dark Lord’s personal servant. The Dark Lord, part of whom now resided inside Draco’s own father… the piece which had previously been inside Draco, and whose absence left a hole in Draco’s soul.

For that’s what it had to be, this feeling inside. Draco was sure of that. Something was missing, something which made him feel almost empty. An ache in his heart, a longing which filled his throat.

“Draco, darling—your breakfast is getting cold,” said his mother, all nervous smiles and fake light-heartedness. She hadn’t been sleeping well since at least when Draco came home, although it had likely been going on long before that given her persistent houseguests.

“Yes, Mother,” he said in reply, and dutifully spooned some of the porridge into his mouth. He couldn’t face the eggs, or the sausages, but the porridge was palatable enough. “Have the papers arrived yet?”

Of course, Draco knew they had. His mother had been keeping them from him since he had woken up from the … incident and he wanted to read them. There would surely be something written in at least one of them that could help Draco understand the things his father – and the piece of the Dark Lord inside him – had been speaking of in the brief moments he had seen him.

“Would you like to do some flying this afternoon, Draco?” his mother said instead.

“No.”

“But you still want to play for the House team next year, don’t you?”

His mother didn’t understand. There wouldn’t be space for Draco on the team. Harry Potter would no doubt take up a spot as the Seeker after his performance in the Triwizard Tournament, and even if that didn’t happen, Draco didn’t want to play.

Not now that he understood what was truly going on. Quidditch and school were meaningless, ephemeral concerns. Why bother with those when there were truly important things to consider? Draco had, for what felt like mere moments but was really months, been the Dark Lord. What was playing Quidditch for Slytherin next to that?

But Draco said nothing of that to his mother.

“Dobby!” he called, and the house elf popped into the room at once.

“Yes, Master Draco sir!” said the elf, eyes downcast, hands wringing a corner of its filthy tea-towel.

“Fetch me this morning’s Daily Prophet.” Draco didn’t look at the elf when he gave the command. He stared instead at his mother, daring her to contradict him. He’d stopped short of commanding the elf to get him the papers before, keen not to provoke a confrontation with the one other person in the vast house who actually spent any time with him – but he was done with all that. He wouldn’t be kept from knowing anything anymore, not even by his mother.

If he had been considered resilient enough to take on a mission from the Dark Lord himself, Draco didn’t see why he needed coddling from the journalists his father’s money kept on side, incident or no.

The elf glanced at Draco’s mother and she nodded, an almost imperceptible incline of her delicate face, and the elf clicked its fingers. A rolled up copy of the Daily Prophet appeared in its hand, which it offered to Draco with an obsequious little bow.

Draco unrolled it and scanned through it for some hint of the content his father had had written in the papers. His father and the Dark Lords – the one in Lucius Malfoy’s head, and the one hidden in the wing Draco could no longer visit.

Most of the paper’s content was its usual nonsense, puff-pieces, and Ministry propaganda, but Draco found what he was looking for tucked in amongst one of Rita Skeeter’s columns.


  Triwizard Tribulations



  A Rita Skeeter Column



  The Triwizard Tournament (for more information, please see back issues of the Daily Prophet, Evening Prophet, or Sunday Prophet) has captured our minds and hearts over the past months, hasn’t it? An exciting array of duels and flying events interspersed with dangerous and intellectually challenging Trials faced by the very best Europe’s premier academies of magic, it certainly was an event to remember.



  Even more so because our very own Hogwarts School took home the Triwizard Cup (courtesy of Cedric Diggory’s wonderful performance; turn to page 19 for a feature-length article!) and a truly impressive collection of minor medals. I don’t think I speak for just myself when I say that I can’t wait for the next one!



  The Triwizard Tournament was not without its problems, however. Most international competitions of this size come with some controversy, it’s true. The recent Quidditch World Cup was widely criticised for its handling of Secrecy enforcement, and we all know the story of the infamous 1949 Prague Gobstones Disaster.



  That the Triwizard Tournament passed without a catastrophe of this magnitude is perhaps due to luck more than anything else. Reliable sources suggest that Dumbledore personally rejected several very reasonable security suggestions from the Ministry officials involved in the planning of the event. Is the great Albus Dumbledore losing his touch? Well, there were no major incidents at this year’s event, so perhaps not. Even so, Dumbledore’s unwillingness to acquiesce to simple changes to ensure the safety of all participants and spectators is worrying indeed. 



  Rumours of more minor altercations and niggles of course abound, from those which I reported regarding Harry Potter’s worrying Dark tendencies to the rather more serious incident involving him and another student which resulted in them both forfeiting the finals of the Novice duelling tournament.



  Is this as a result of Dumbledore’s lackadaisical approach to schoolmastery, or an indication of something deeper?



  We may never know.



  This in addition to pending legal action by Hogwarts against esteemed philanthropist Lucius Malfoy continues to paint a worrisome picture of Dumbledore’s motives. The Headmaster was not available for comment.



  Dedicated readers may wish to make a note that next week’s column shall be on the many and varied (both in language and indeed, quality) educational institutions on these islands.


Draco grimaced at the mention of his duel with Harry. Well, it hadn’t really been his duel, but then, neither had it truly been the Dark Lord’s. Although left with lingering memories and intuitions which were not his own, Draco still didn’t truly understand how the Dark Lord’s Horcrux hadn’t managed a more complete possession.

Nor, Draco thought, did the Dark Lords themselves. It was the one thing that gave Draco hope his father wouldn’t be completely consumed.

“I doubt they’ll get far with tepid little articles like this,” Draco said after folding up the paper. He glanced over at his mother. Draco knew his mother disapproved of his involvement in the Dark Lords’ plans, but then it was already too late for her to object. Not only was he involved, but he was also forever marked, disfigured with a jagged little scar across his head, almost a twisted mirror of the one Harry had.

A scar that refused to be covered by spell or poultice, an ugly black mess across his forehead where the tainted crown had sat.

“Draco!” said his mother sharply. “Do not speak in such a way of his plans! It is … unwise…”

Draco shrugged. It hardly mattered – Wormtail’s Dark Lord haunted the forbidden wing of the castle like a nasty smell, and the one in Draco’s father seemed wholly unconcerned with either Draco or Narcissa. The very thought that they would be listening in on their private breakfasts was absurd.

From personal experience Draco knew that the Dark Lord did lurk about listening for secrets if the need arose, but also that he cared little for the personal lives of his underlings. Draco and his mother were beneath his notice.

“Father will never be the same, you know,” Draco said conversationally as he sipped at his tea. He held the words carefully in his mouth, his tone perfectly even as he thought of the best way to wield his words as a knife.

“There are plans in place which you do not understand, Draco,” whispered his mother. “The Dark Lord—the true Dark Lord—will reward us for our loyalty. Your father will be kept safe.”

Draco sneered.

“If Father is lucky he’ll come out of this only a little mad,” Draco said. “Perhaps even with most of himself intact. But I doubt he’ll ever love you the way he used to.”

“You are mistaken,” murmured Narcissa, eyes downcast.

“If you say so.” He pushed out with his chair and got to his feet. “I’m done with breakfast.”

He walked away and headed towards his bedroom. He would have his solace until lunchtime, and with some luck could get Dobby to bring him more papers. He knew his father had more delivered from various parts of the continent, and he wanted to pore over them for evidence of his father’s – and the Dark Lord’s – hand in them.

*

A few days later Draco’s father came to see him, almost a fortnight after Draco had been brought home near to death. Draco almost didn’t recognise him, although he did look the same. But there was something in his eyes, a hardness and a distance that had never been there before, a coldness even. Draco knew his father was seen by many to be cruel, hateful, ruthless; never had he been those things to Draco. Looking at the man in front of him, he could see why people feared him.

“Your mother tells me you have recovered physically from the removal of the Diadem,” his father said as he entered Draco’s bedroom and closed the door behind him. He sat in one of the chairs.

Draco touched his forehead.

“Mostly.”

His mother had had the house elves remove all the mirrors from any part of the house Draco used, but it didn’t matter that he couldn’t catch a glance of his reflection. The image was burned into his mind, would be forever.

“Yes… a curious thing,” his father said. “We couldn’t have predicted that outcome. I… he thought you would be killed once the possession ended. I am … glad that was not so.”

Draco stared. His father was ‘glad’ he hadn’t died? One was ‘glad’ to be seated quickly at a restaurant; one was ‘glad’ not to forget one’s wand in the rain; one was ‘glad’ to receive a thoughtful gift. The survival of one’s only child surely warranted a stronger reaction than that.

But Draco said nothing. From his own experience he knew something unusual was taking place inside his father’s head. Neither he nor the Dark Lord would be in full control, instead some of their thoughts, feelings, and actions would come from each of the souls inside the body. At least until the Dark Lord from the horcrux grew strong enough to take full control. Draco remembered that much from his own possession, although most of the Dark Lord’s knowledge had fled with the fragment of soul.

Draco had been left with scattered bits and pieces, fragments of memory and knowledge that did little to fill the gaping void where the Dark Lord’s soul had been.

“Are you yourself, Father?” Draco asked. He could have attempted to be vague, could have tried allusion or implication… but it seemed pointless. Everyone in the Manor knew what was happening, knew that Lucius Malfoy was sometimes Lucius and sometimes a version of the Dark Lord from long ago. And sometimes neither.

What use was tiptoeing around that?

His father paused.

“The Dark Lord has attempted to return his counterpart to the Diadem,” said Lucius. “The attempt has not yet failed.”

Draco raised an eyebrow.

“It is … a process rather than an event,” said his father after a few moments. “But I am more myself than I have been in days.”

That was something, even if it was something small, but Draco didn’t think it would work. The fragment of the Dark Lord inside the Diadem was powerful. His was a presence that made itself felt, with tendrils Draco had been able to feel even when the Diadem horcrux was safe inside its enchanted room. Whatever the true Dark Lord had done would have to be stronger than that, and from what Draco understood of his situation, that seemed unlikely.

But his father did seem more like his usual self. There was less of what Draco recognised as the Dark Lord’s mannerisms in him, less distance, less cold detachment. Yet he was not the Father Draco remembered either. This Lucius Malfoy lacked the affection, had none of the casual touch or any of the warmth in his manner.

“That’s… good to hear,” Draco said.

“I…” his father started to say, but then stopped. Draco said nothing, merely stared at him. “How do you feel mentally, since the … accident?” he said eventually. “Any lingering… any unusual thoughts, memories not your own?”

His father didn’t care about that for Draco’s sake. Or at least, that wasn’t why he’d come to Draco’s room. He’d been sent. Sent by the true Dark Lord to ascertain whether Draco would be a security risk, whether Draco could be allowed to roam free or had to be contained.

He said as much.

“I thought you came because you cared, Father,” Draco spat. He gripped the edge of his chair, knuckles turning white. “But you didn’t—you’re here because of him. Because he told you to come. Well, you can leave. Tell him I remember all the things I saw, all the things I did, but not his memories.”

Draco got up from his chair and walked away from his father, moving to stand in front of his window looking out onto the grounds.

“I care, Draco,” whispered his father, almost too quiet for Draco to hear. “I care deeply, which is why I… which is why… but it doesn’t matter. One day you will understand.” His father stood up. “We will speak of this again, but for now I will leave you to your … repose.”

His father left the room, the door closed gently behind him…

And Draco raged.

*

Draco had Dobby bring him a paper every morning, and his mother said nothing even though Draco knew she disapproved. But he wasn’t some porcelain doll, a fragile little thing to be coddled and fussed over, and the papers had useful information buried within the pages of fluff and nonsense.

Information no one in the house deigned to tell him, his mother included, either because they thought it beneath them or because he was too delicate to know. Draco scanned over one segment from the society pages. On the face of it, it was an article about his father’s philanthropic activities.

But it was much more than that. As far as Draco could tell it was a piece designed to garner sympathy ahead of the ridiculous court case Dumbledore had been working to create.


  New Wing at St Mungo’s – Courtesy of Lucius Malfoy



  St Mungo’s is to open a brand-new wing dedicated to victims of extreme and incurable spell-damage this winter after a substantial donation from Lucius Malfoy and his family. Mr Malfoy, who is a well-known philanthropist and who has funded several important programmes in the past, donated the money ahead of the annual St Mungo’s Summer Fundraiser. 



  The Daily Prophet reached out to Mr Malfoy for comment. When asked why he decided to donate such a large sum, Mr Malfoy replied, “It was the right thing to do.”


Draco folded the newspaper and placed it gently on the breakfast table next to his plate of half-eaten toast.

He was never hungry these days, anyway.

“Nobody told me about the donation,” Draco said, looking right at his mother. She sipped at her tea casually, although Draco knew her every move was calculated, measured. Then, after a few moments, she looked over at Draco and smiled.

“Oh, that,” she said. “You know how your father is—he always donates to the Summer Fundraiser.”

“Yes, but this wasn’t a donation to the Summer Fundraiser. It was donated ahead of it. Separately.” Draco paused. “To get a puff-piece in the paper. This is really about that Dumbledore nonsense, isn’t it?” He tried to keep his tone even, his voice calm. No one was telling him anything important, but they weren’t likely to start if he acted like a petulant child. So Draco forced civility.

“I wouldn’t know about your father’s plans,” his mother said. She glanced away from the table. “I’m not privy to such things.”

A lie. His parents were of one mind, a team.

His parents had never lied to him – at least not that he knew, and they’d always made a point of being a family united in purpose and spirit, so he didn’t think they had been lying to him before – but since the incident with the horcrux, it seemed as if every other word from them was a lie. Draco was sick of it.

Draco had been given an important mission. He’d harboured the Dark Lord’s own soul in his head. If he could do that, he could handle his father’s political machinations. Especially if they were as basic and lacklustre as the one he’d just read in the paper.

“Is it your decision to start lying to me, or was it his?” Draco asked. Whether it came from his parents or from the Dark Lord – either of them – didn’t really matter. It still ended in Draco not knowing what he needed to know.

“I would never lie to you, Draco,” whispered his mother. “Please, believe me.”

And… Draco did. Or he wanted to, anyway. His mother had never lied to him before, not about anything important. Little lies, yes, like specific arrangements for his birthday or about presents at Christmas… but never anything like this. So why would she have started to?

It had to be the Dark Lord’s doing. Or his father’s. Or… the both of them, together, as that unholy union of souls created by the horcrux.

Draco could understand that. The Dark Lord liked his secrets, kept information as close to his chest as possible. For Draco – a child, and a used-up one at that – to know of his plans would be not only pointless, but dangerous. Draco looked over his mother again, closer this time, with a view to understanding her perspective on things. She looked tired. Stressed, almost, although Draco didn’t know what that looked like on her because she’d never been anywhere near that before. But there was something different, yes. Worry?

Probably, given Draco’s own state and their houseguest. Then… that meant she wasn’t lying. Or if she was, it was because she had to. If she wasn’t lying, then she hadn’t been told, and that made perfect sense given what Draco knew of the Dark Lord.

Narcissa Malfoy was simply Lucius’s wife. Not worthy of induction to the deeper mysteries of service to the Dark Lord, at least not until such a thing was necessary. So there was no need for her to know anything.

“You really don’t know what they’re up to,” Draco said. “Father hasn’t told you?”

Silence.

“Your father has a lot on his mind,” his mother said eventually.

Draco laughed.

“Yes, about half of a person, I’d think,” Draco said.

His mother paled.

“That isn’t what I meant,” she said.

Draco shrugged.

“So? It’s still true. And it’s true that he isn’t sharing things with you, then.”

“It’s for the best,” she said, looking right at Draco for the first time. “What we don’t know can’t be used to harm the family or… him. Draco, your father is going to face a trial by the Wizengamot. Our legal counsel is doing her very best to avoid a trial, but Dumbledore isn’t backing down.” She paused. “And if it does go to trial, you may face questioning yourself.”

“And? I’ll lie. It’s just the Wizengamot—Father’s paid off half of them anyway.”

“Oh, you foolish boy,” said his mother. “And if they use Veritaserum? What then?”

“They won’t use Veritaserum unless it’s for treason,” he said dismissively. “This isn’t that—it’s a private dispute between Harry and Father.” He paused, considered it. “That is what it is, isn’t it? Harry alleges that Father assaulted him; Father denies it?”

“No,” his mother said after a few moments. “Your father is being sued by Hogwarts. The allegation is of kidnapping and assault; endangerment of a child; dereliction of duty as a School Governor; and of practicing Dark magic on school property.”

Draco shrugged.

“So? That’s still not treason. Whether it’s a dispute between Harry and Father or Hogwarts and Father is irrelevant—they’re the same thing. They won’t use Veritaserum. They’ll call me to give a statement and then—”

“If it goes to trial it won’t be a civil matter, Draco—if your father is found guilty, it will be a snapped wand and Azkaban. In situations such as this the Ministry reserves the right to use Veritaserum, even on a child.”

That did change things somewhat. Draco had assumed Harry would have brought a private dispute against his father, arbitrated by the Wizengamot in its judicial capacity but ultimately a less serious affair with consequences to match. A full trial by the Wizengamot with the possibility of a snapped wand and Azkaban for his father…

And the piece of the Dark Lord he held inside him. From experience Draco somewhat doubted the Dark Lord would be happy to go quietly to the dank, Dementor-infested fortress that served as a prison. He would do almost anything to avoid that, Draco knew, and that could have repercussions for Draco and Narcissa. And their … houseguests.

“Oh,” Draco said simply.

His mother sighed deeply, cradled her head in her hands. Stayed like that for a few moments, silent, until she looked up. She seemed calmer, almost as if she’d gathered her strength again, although Draco knew it for the falsehood it was. A mask to soothe him, project some confidence she surely didn’t feel.

“So you see now why we must carefully consider our every action moving forward,” she said. She sighed again. “I am no longer hungry,” she declared. She got up from her seat. “You may finish your breakfast, Draco. If I am needed you will find me in the ornamental greenhouse.” She left the table, left the room, and Draco was alone.

Draco sat there at the table staring at the food, ruminating on everything his mother had said. Considered what the future might look like if any number of things came to pass. And then he left, too, returned to his rooms and sat thinking on each of his failures.

*

The next day Draco took his breakfast in his own rooms alone, the drapes shut and the lamps dimmed. It was better that way, as he had time to think through the problems his mother had presented him with the previous day. It was true that he had been foolish. He had been foolish in a number of ways, the least of which was his refusal to consider the severity of the trial. His first mistake had been accepting a quest from the Dark Lord without truly understanding what was being asked of him. Had Draco realised what he was holding, what he had been sent to do… well, he’d never have agreed. But having agreed, having taken upon himself a quest, he should have fulfilled it. The second mistake was wearing the Diadem. The biggest mistake. It had whispered to him, goaded him with the reward of being a wizard unparalleled in wisdom and acuity – at least since Rowena Ravenclaw. Someone who could easily trounce Harry Potter in a children’s duelling arena. Someone who could best the mudblood Granger at schoolwork. Someone who could, in time, eclipse even the greatest Dark Lord to have ever lived.

All lies. As far as Draco could tell, the Diadem itself was useless, its function corrupted beyond all repair. That much Draco knew. The Dark Lord had done something to it, something which Draco had the experience of having known, but which he now only remembered through its absence. Maddening. A memory of a memory and none of the detail.

A reminder of Draco’s failure to provide the Dark Lord with a suitable host. That barest of tasks, unpleasant though it was, and he’d failed even that. Not that he would have traded his autonomy and freedom – limited though they were – for an eternity as the Dark Lord’s puppet. And perhaps not even that, as Draco dimly remembered that the ritual he’d prepared for the Dark Lord would have most likely consumed Draco’s own soul.

But a failure all the same.

Draco flung a delicate china plate at the wall, watching as it smashed to pieces and left a nasty mark on the wallpaper.

He felt little better, and now had nowhere to put his crumpets. In a fit of rebellion, Draco placed his crumpets on the plate which had his toast. It was a pointless thing, silly really, for all that his mother couldn’t even see him do it… but it made him feel better. At least a little.

Draco stared down at the table with his breakfast spread and considered what he wanted next.

What’s important? Draco wondered. What do I want?

Family. Family was important. The first, most important thing… that which had always been drilled into him from the earliest moment he could remember. And his parents had lived it, in their way, through his life. Hadn’t Father even traded Draco’s life for his own? Taken the Diadem and its cursed presence from Draco, leaving Draco disfigured but freed? A life for a life.

Or so Father had thought. But that the sacrifice hadn’t taken Father’s life was a boon, something no one could have expected, and didn’t diminish the act. Not to Draco.

But was that what Draco wanted? Family was important, yes. Generations of Malfoys had worked to build a fortune, to build the foundation upon which the family depended for its influence, its livelihood, its prosperity. Could Draco throw that away? What would that even mean, he wondered, given the situation?

The family had to be protected, of course. That meant that… that meant that Father had to avoid Azkaban. The trial had to be won, or at least not lost. Had to not go to trial at all. If it did, Draco had to somehow avoid being questioned under Veritaserum. Father would have to avoid that, too, and that was the more difficult thing.

Could we forsake the Dark Lord? Draco wondered. Defend the family by once again using the Imperius defence? Or… something similar. Some form of compulsion. Absolve the family by exposing the Dark Lord and his servant, Wormtail, to the world?

It could work, maybe. But… Draco shook his head. No. It wouldn’t work. Not with Father possessed by a fragment of the Dark Lord himself. The family’s fortunes were inextricably tied to those of the Dark Lord, whether by fate or circumstance.

So… what then? Nothing had changed? But that felt wrong. Everything had changed, and yet Draco’s place on the board remained as it had. A minor piece, a pawn, something to be played at the whim of the chess master.

If that was his place, so be it.

The family had to endure.

*

Two days after his outburst at breakfast with his mother, Draco returned to the breakfast room. He couldn’t hide away forever, and even if he could, he’d resolved not to. He had to take his place within the family, do the work necessary to protect it and ensure its continuing fortunes. After all, it fell to Draco ultimately as the future head of the house, as he doubted his parents would have any more children. So the fortunes of the Malfoy family – at least the branch which lived in Britain and Ireland, anyway – were laid squarely upon Draco’s shoulders.

Mother said nothing of his absence from breakfast the previous morning. Draco hadn’t expected her to. Instead, she held a mostly one-sided conversation about inconsequential things such as the colour scheme in the refurbished entrance hall, or whether to rotate the paintings in the gallery. That served two purposes as far as Draco could tell: the first was to keep Draco’s mind away from deeper, headier topics nobody wanted him to think about, whilst the second was to keep her own mind from straying those same places. Of the people in the Manor, Draco and Narcissa Malfoy were on the periphery. Draco, a used-up and cast-out asset, kept around only because of what he knew; Narcissa, an obedient wife of presence was only necessary when it suited the Dark Lord.

But his mother hadn’t forbidden Draco from reading the papers again, and that was something. A small thing, but scouring the pages of The Daily Prophet gave him some small glimpse into the plans and schemes unfolding all around him. It was more than he’d get from Mother, anyway, and as his father was barely around and erratic even when he was, well… it would have to do.

A small piece hidden deep within the Prophet caught Draco’s eye, concealed within the usual blather of the sports pages.


  Wand Warriors in Wien – British Duelling Reinvigorated



  This summer, as with all summers since its inception in the 16th century, the European Duelling Circuit will be hosting its Summer Tournament in the fabulous Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten, Austria. Unusually, this year’s Summer Tournament will feature several attendees from Hogwarts School, which is not normally rated for its duelling prowess. This is of course a result of the Triwizard Tournament’s Pariturium during which Hogwarts produced several winners across the various duelling categories. Triwizard Champion and Winner of the Gauntlet Cedric Diggory is noted as having won an invitation to the Junior Doubles Tournament, along with his duelling partner, Jasper Flickey; Fred Weasley, winner of the third year Novice Singles tournament, and Hermione Granger runner-up in the second year Novice Singles tournament, also of Hogwarts School, managed to win themselves invitations to the prestigious Singles Tournament. Also invited is Harry Potter and his duelling partner, Tracey Davis, who won the second year Novice Doubles tournament and who will be competing in the Novice Doubles Tournament this summer. 


Harry Potter is, of course, no stranger to anyone. Famed for his defeat of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named as a child, Potter has won widespread acclaim with his successful outings during the Triwizard Tournament. But his story has not been without controversy, from his kidnapping by crazed teacher Quirinus Quirrell at the end of his first year (and his insistence that the mad wizard had help from none other than Peter Pettigrew!) to the rather unsavoury situation which occurred at the end of the Triwizard Tournament which resulted in the grievous wounding of Draco Malfoy, son to wealthy philanthropist and society figure Lucius Malfoy.


  The Summer Tournament will be held later this summer, although the exact dates have yet to be released, even to the press. Fans of duelling can sign up for the possibility to buy tickets using this owl-order…


Draco put down the paper.

“So this is what they’re spending all their time doing?” Draco said, gesturing down at the paper to his mother, interrupting her vapid commentary on the wandering topiary in the gardens.

His mother’s face fell, although she recovered her easy smile in seconds. Barely a moment, but Draco caught it. So she did have some idea what was going on.

“I don’t know what you mean, darling. I haven’t read the papers this morning.”

Of course she hadn’t. If she hadn’t read the papers, and hadn’t spoken to her husband, she didn’t have to learn anything inconvenient. And then she could pretend she cared about the topiary, about the portraits or the tiles in the ladies’ foyer, or the… any number of stupid things not even she really cared about.

“The articles Father and—well, you know—the articles that they’re paying for in the Prophet. This one was about the European Duelling Circuit’s Summer Tournament in Austria,” Draco said.

“Ah,” said his mother. “I’m so sorry you didn’t get your invitation, Draco,” she said. “I know how much you wanted to compete.”

“Ugh.”

Draco didn’t care about the stupid Summer Tournament. Well, not that much, anyway. He should have been there, should have been a competitor even if he’d have lost to Harry – which he wouldn’t have. But that didn’t matter, not any more. It was a children’s game. A distraction from what was really important.

“Yes,” Draco said. “I should have been invited. But that doesn’t matter—I don’t care about that anymore. There was an article on it in the sports section—one of the ones sponsored by Father and—and him. It was a bit tepid. I don’t know why they’re bothering with all this fuss—shouldn’t they be trying to recruit, gather the old followers, get the Dark Lord a body again—”

“And none of that is your concern,” interrupted his mother. She placed her teacup down onto the table gently. “The work your father is doing in the papers is important. We have been advised by our legal counsel that it would be … prudent … to build some goodwill with the public ahead of the trial. I haven’t read the articles in the paper, Draco, but I can assure you that they are there for a purpose. A very important one.”

“This one wasn’t even building ‘goodwill’ for Father,” Draco countered. “It was a lukewarm hit piece against Harry, and it didn’t even do that well. If we want to make Harry look bad we should show people my—the—this thing on my face.”

“Do not be so quick to become involved, Draco,” his mother said, her tone sharp. “The world we see what Potter has done soon enough. You must trust that there is a method, a plan in place. I have faith in our family; do you?”

Draco bit back an angry retort. Instead he tried for a more measured response.

“I am already involved, Mother,” he said, voice almost a hiss. “This is what the world will see. Did you forget?” Draco moved aside his hair so that his mother could see the angry red scar left behind by the Dark Lord’s horcrux.

“I will never forget about that, Draco,” his mother said. “I could never. I didn’t want you to—but it wasn’t—what’s done is done. Unfortunately. And now we must live with the consequences.”

“When I go back to school, even with—with the publicity and the—scars, I’ll be the most well-placed operative the Dark Lord has,” Draco said. “It would make sense—”

“You shan’t be going back to Hogwarts,” his mother said, interrupting. “We’ve decided it would be best to send you to Beauxbatons.”

Draco leaned back in his chair.

“No,” he said. “Durmstrang, perhaps—but not Beauxbatons. Why can’t I go back to Hogwarts?”

“Well, darling… we—that is to say, your father and myself—have discussed it and it come to a decision,” his mother said delicately. “With the trial—no matter the outcome—we feel it would be better for you to seek a place out of Dumbledore’s reach. Given all that you know, and which Dumbledore will now know that you know. It’s what’s best for you, for the family.”

And the Dark Lord, Draco thought, though his mother left that unsaid.

“That’s nonsense,” Draco said. “They won’t put me in prison even if Father is convicted, and if Father does go, that’s even more of a reason for me to return to school. As I said, I’ll be the best-placed operative the Dark Lord has. I’ll be the only one left in the family who can serve. What use will I be in Beauxbatons?”

“No,” said his mother. “No, Draco. It’s far too dangerous. You’ll be under constant suspicion. More than that your altercation with Harry Potter… It has proven that Potter will be able and willing to do things Dumbledore won’t. Our decision is final, Draco.”

Draco picked up his plate a flung it at the far wall, the wall behind Narcissa where a faded portrait hung snoozing. It shattered on impact.

“This won’t be the last time we speak of this,” Draco said as he got to his feet. He stormed off towards his bedroom.

*

Later that day Draco was summoned from his rooms to attend a meeting with his father’s – the family’s – legal counsel. The meeting was to be held in one of his father’s solars, a more intimate part of the house which was still far enough away from the wing haunted by the Dark Lord that nothing would seem amiss. Draco knew what he was supposed to say. His mother had been quite clear on the official story, the sequence of events which the family would repeat over and over until their dying days.

That would be easy enough, at least until the Ministry decided to use Veritaserum. If it decided to, which depended wholly on what exactly Harry and Dumbledore had decided to say.

Draco was escorted there by Dobby, although the elf disappeared as soon as he’d seen Draco through to where his father waited. His father stopped Draco before he could enter the room.

“You are to make more of your injuries than they are,” Father explained to him quietly. “The healers have submitted a statement that you are still in recovery. Play the role well.”

Draco nodded.

“Yes. Of course. But Father, I wanted to ask—”

“Now is not the time,” his father said. “Come.”

His father stepped inside the solar, opening its grand door and ushering Draco inside. As his father closed the door after them, Draco wondered whether he’d spoken with his father or the Dark Lord. Of late it was becoming difficult to tell.

“Lawmage Gavelwood,” his father said, his tone an approximation of warmth. It almost sounded genuine, although Draco knew better than that. “Persephone. A pleasure to see you, although in somewhat regrettable circumstances.” He glanced back at Draco. “You remember Lawmage Gavelwood, don’t you, Draco? She’ll be speaking with us about the incident with Harry Potter at the end of the school year.”

Persephone Gavelwood. Draco knew her from his mother’s parties, of course. She was a pureblood from an old family, her ancestors having founded advocacy which had endured for centuries. She was a witch of middle years, perhaps sixty years old. Plump, just a little too thin to be called fat, Gavelwood wore a smart suit and a no-nonsense hair style. She stood to great Draco and Lucius, extended her hand first to shake Lucius’s, and then Draco’s.

Draco made sure to show a weakness. A difficulty controlling his limbs. That had been what the healer had said may happen, although it hadn’t. There was a whole list of symptoms and signs Draco knew he would need to display, to pretend at even though he felt mostly fine. Fine in all those ways, anyway.

Draco took his seat opposite Gavelwood, who echoed his motion.

“Yes, yes,” said Gavelwood, her voice deep and rich. “A real shame we’d have to meet like this, Lucius,” she said. “I do so enjoy Narcissa’s parties. This will be nowhere near as pleasant, I’m afraid. May we begin the interview? Are you ready, Draco? I understand that your injuries make it difficult to think at times. Are you happy to proceed today?”

Draco nodded slowly.

“Yes, Lawmage. I’m ready.”

“Good, good,” she said. She gestured to an unfurled scroll of parchment on the table next to where she sat. “My Dictaquill will capture everything you say, so there’s no need to worry. Now, could you explain in your own words what happened on the day of the Pariturium final?”

“Of course, Lawmage,” said Draco, making sure his every word was laboured. Carefully considered, as if he had to think through everything he said at least twice before he thought it. “I found out about a special room in Hogwarts and I had been using it to practise for the duelling. It was a really good spot because nobody knew it was there. Before the final I flet like I needed just a little bit mor practise—Harry is a good duellist—so I went there to get just that little bit more in. I’d been working really hard all year, so it was really important to me.” And that was true. Watching Harry’s semi-finals duel had given Draco cause to worry, and he’d been tempted by the Diadem’s promise of borrowed wisdom and battle prowess. Tempted enough to put it on again, one last time, for just a little edge…

But that wasn’t what he was going to say. Not exactly, anyway.

“This room,” Gavelwood said. “Describe it to me.”

“It’s big,” Draco said. “It has a lot of different things inside it. All sorts of things. Broken things, things people have forgotten about, furniture. Anything and everything. It’s called the Room of Hidden Things. I didn’t name it—I heard about it from a house elf at school. They called it the Come and Go Room.”

“I see, I see,” said Gavelwood. “And this is the room where you fought with Harry Potter? Where the alleged assault of Potter by your father occurred?”

“It’s where I fought with Harry,” Draco confirmed. “I don’t recall my father assaulting Harry at all. Father was there, but I was the one fighting, not him.”

“Of course. What happened when you got to the room? This Come and Go Room?”

Gavelwood knew already. Father had told her. She probably also knew exactly what Harry and Dumbledore were saying happened, too. Likely had access to the official reports sent to the Auror Office. But she wanted it from Draco.

And Draco knew exactly what he was supposed to say.

“When I was there I lost track of the time. That’s when Harry realised I was going to be late, I think. I don’t know; I wasn’t there. But it wasn’t too long after that that Harry came into the room shouting about the duel, things like that. When he found me he wasn’t happy at all, said I’d made him miss the duel. He got really angry and he tried to curse me, so then we fought. While we were fighting Father came into the room, too, but he wasn’t involved in the fight. Harry cast a lot of different spells—lots I didn’t know.”

“Potter alleges that you cast a curse on him, a violent cutting spell which resulted in a nasty scar on his chest. I’ve seen the report. Did you?”

“Yes,” admitted Draco. “But I didn’t mean to cast that on him. It was supposed to cut a statue to block Harry from me. He was using all sorts of spells and I needed something strong to defend myself, but I… I missed and hit Harry instead.”

“I see,” said Gavelwood. “And then?”

“And then Harry knocked me out,” Draco said. “I don’t remember anything after that, not until I woke up here when the healer was treating me. That’s all I remember.”

“Thank you, Draco,” said Gavelwood. “You’ve been very helpful. Tell me, did you by any chance find a Dark artefact inside the room?”

“No,” said Draco. “I didn’t find anything like that. At least, I don’t recall doing so… But I was told that the scar on my head is from a Dark spell. The healer said it’s curse damage—I assumed it was something Harry had cast on me.”

“Indeed,” said his father. “I witnessed Potter doing so—it was a spell I didn’t recognise. Not that I would recognise many Dark spells, you understand, but this was not your ordinary curse. It was after this that I managed to escape the room with Draco—Potter was distracted by falling debris from one of his spells.”

“And you’re absolutely sure there was no evidence of a Dark artefact?” continued Gavelwood, glancing from Lucius to Draco and back again.

“I wouldn’t have the faintest idea what such a thing looks like,” his father said. “And nor would Draco. But it is highly unusual for a lad such as Potter to be capable of wielding magic like I saw—magic like the spell which wounded Draco—without the help of something, I suppose.”

“I didn’t see anything like that,” Draco said. “But the room was full of things. I honestly don’t know if Harry found something in there, or if he already had it, but I never saw anything like that. I just remember waking up and I was… everything hurt,” he said. “It still hurts. And then there was—I woke up with the—the scar.”

“You’ve been very helpful, Draco,” said Gavelwood. “Truly. This statement has been very helpful. I think I have everything I need. Lucius, given what Draco has said and his still fragile state I’m going to argue that his presence at the trial is unnecessary. The healer’s report should be enough for the Wizengamot to consider the request. I’ll be in touch soon. May I Floo out? I have another meeting just after this…”

“Of course, Persephone,” said Lucius, “although I had hoped you’d stay for tea! Perhaps another time. Draco, you may return to your rooms; I know you need your rest. I will escort Lawmage Gavelwood to the Floo Room.”

“Of course, Father. Lawmage, it was a pleasure to meet you again. Hopefully next time we meet the circumstances are better,” Draco said as he laboured to get up from the chair. He left his father behind and returned to his rooms to think on the future.

*

Draco ate his breakfasts – along with every other meal – in his bedroom for a few days following his outburst after being told he wouldn’t be returning to Hogwarts. For all that he’d decided he would be mature about everything, prove to his parents he was capable of fulfilling his destiny and role in the family early… well, that had been unexpected. He couldn’t have foreseen his reaction to that piece of news.

And Beauxbatons? Not even Durmstrang. So what if Draco spoke French and not German? Beauxbatons.

No. Draco was adamant that he would go back to Hogwarts. Although he spoke French well enough to go, he didn’t want to. It would be a form of exile, a removal from the centre of things.

So Draco had Dobby serve him breakfasts in his own rooms to give himself – and his mother – time to think on it. And he needed to process the statement he’d given to the lawmage, too. Think on the things she had said which Draco could use to figure out more of what was to come.

But the elf was late that morning, so Draco sat waiting at his table, stewing in his thoughts.

There would surely be a way to convince his parents that Hogwarts was the best and only place for him to be. Short of obliviation there was no way for Draco to become uninvolved in the Dark Lord’s plans. He bore the scars – literal and figurative – of his service. Sending him away to France would accomplish nothing other than a delay in his eventual promotion to the Dark Lord’s inner circle.

The problem with that was, a delay was precisely what his parents wanted. Draco knew they saw him as a child still despite all that he had done, all that he had seen. He had carried a portion of the Dark Lord’s soul within his own body; he had fought against Harry Potter; had even worked to promote the Dark Lord’s cause from within Hogwarts under the eyes of Albus Dumbledore himself.

The elf popped into Draco’s bedroom and interrupted his thinking.

“Master Draco,” it said with a scraping bow. “Mistress Narcissa is requesting your presence in her breakfast room.”

“No. Bring me my breakfast here instead,” Draco commanded.

The elf took its ears in its hands and pulled sharply, wincing.

“Mistress Narcissa says Dobby is not to be doing that, Master Draco, sir,” said the elf. “She is insisting that Master Draco is eating breakfast with her this morning.”

“No,” Draco said. “Bring me my breakfast here.”

“But, Master Draco sir—Dobby is forbidden! Mistress Narcissa is saying that Master Draco is to be eating breakfast with her or not at all, Master Draco sir!”

The elf bit down hard on its lip as Draco stared at it, glowering.

“Fine. I’m not hungry anyway,” Draco said. He got up from his table. There would be something else for him to do – a book to read, perhaps, or he could start on his homework… Something.

“You is not understanding, Master Draco, sir,” said the elf. “Mistress Narcissa is telling Dobby that Master Draco will be at breakfast. If Master Draco will not come, Dobby is to… Dobby must…” The elf paused. “Dobby is to be making him come, sir,” it whispered finally. The elf twisted its nose so hard it broke with a sickening crack.

Draco grunted his disgust at the pitiful creature. He was to be treated like a child, then, in all things and not just in his readiness to help the Dark Lord complete his great work.

“There’s no need for that,” Draco said. “I’ll come to breakfast.”

“Dobby is thanking you, Master Draco sir! Dobby will tell Mistress Narcissa at once!”

The elf popped away, leaving Draco alone. He could have resisted, but memories of being forcibly relocated to the dining room by elf magic as a child made him reconsider. If he was to convince his mother to allow him to return to Hogwarts he would have to behave like an adult rather than a petulant child, after all.

That was easier said than done, but Draco felt as if he could manage it. He’d managed much more than that already.

Draco made his way to the ersatz dining room where he and his mother ate their meals since his return from Hogwarts and sat himself down at the table opposite his mother.

“Good morning, Draco, darling,” his mother said. “I had the elf prepare your favourite tea.” She gestured to the teapot and Draco, grudgingly, poured himself a cup. She didn’t mention his outburst the last time they had eaten together, and so neither did Draco. But then nor did she mention the lawmage’s visit or the preparations for the trial. She seemed quite content to ignore everything important in favour of the tea.

“Good morning, Mother,” Draco said.

A copy of the Daily Prophet sat folded on the table next to Draco’s seat. A peace offering, he supposed, as his mother had always left it to Draco to procure one from the elf before. Draco reached for it and flicked through, scanning over the headlines – and then the articles themselves, if the headlines proved interesting. He stopped when he reached an article about a by-election to the Wizengamot.


  Nimlet’s Head election: A test for Minister Fudge



  Wizengamot seats go vacant only very rarely; it has been a quarter of a century since the last election took place after the arrest and conviction of its owner, Harriet Burke, on charges of treason. The sudden death of Ambrosius Plopp this past Monday morning has meant that the Wizengamot seat of Nimlet’s Head is up for grabs for the first time since 1955! The charming village, co-owned by Sinistrus Nott and Lucius Malfoy, is well-known for its expansive herds and agricultural workforce. Wizard Plopp sat in the Wizengamot as an independent, trading his vote for concessions and advantages for his community. He was well-loved by all in the village.


His unfortunate death may provide Minister Cornelius Fudge with quite the headache. Although Wizard Plopp was an independent, his successor may be aligned with one of the groups forming the Wizengamot. Minister Fudge of course has a direct mandate from the people, but the Wizengamot itself is filled with a diverse collection of different interests. The Minister will be hoping that the successor to the seat is from neither the People for Progressive Policy faction nor the Traditionalists’ Bloc which would upset the delicate balance in the Wizengamot. Indeed, the best outcome for Minister Fudge would be another independent, a mercenary whose vote can be swayed by the right word.


  Nominations for candidates to the seat have yet to be finalised but we expect to know all the relevant names by the week’s end. 


Regina Hart, Political Correspondent at the Daily Prophet

“That’s an awkward death,” Draco said. “Plopp’s Father’s man, isn’t he?”

“I don’t know what you mean, darling,” his mother said. A lie, of course.

Draco stared.

“The MW for Nimlet’s Head is dead. There’s to be an election.”

“How awful for the family,” his mother said. “I shall have the elves send a token of recognition to the widow.”

“That isn’t what I meant,” Draco said, although he knew his mother knew that. Wilful ignorance was the name of the game they were to play, and she played it well. “If Wizard Plopp is dead, that’s one friend on the Wizengamot gone. Certainly doesn’t bode well for the trial, does it? That’s what I meant. Do you think it was Dumbledore’s men?”

His mother sniffed.

“That isn’t how Dumbledore conducts his business,” she said after a few moments. “No, I expect that it was truly an accident, or perhaps old age—they called him Old Ambrose, after all.”

“And I’m to believe that, am I?” Draco said with a sneer. It was hardly going to be true. If not Dumbledore, then Draco thought perhaps the Dark Lord had ordered it. Maybe even his father – if the old wizard wasn’t apt to vote along the lines he was told, he needed to go. Those seemed more likely than an ill-timed death.

“You see poison where there’s milk and shadows in the midday sun,” murmured his mother. “And you wonder why you are not invited to deeper counsel? Accidents happen, Draco, even at inopportune times.” She paused. “Especially at inopportune times.”

Draco considered it. Maybe that was true. But it was probably a lie, given his mother’s newfound desire to lie and conceal things from her only son.

“Maybe I’d be less inclined to cynicism if people told me what was going on.”

Silence. Silence that dragged on far longer than Draco would have liked.

“You’re a child, Draco!” said his mother in the end. “Please, attend Beauxbatons and put all of this to the back of your mind. There will be time later—”

“I haven’t been a child since I found that crown, Mother,” Draco said, and he meant it. It wasn’t just a result of what he had done, the experience he’d had; the Dark Lord’s memories and feelings had infiltrated his mind, changed his very soul, and Draco felt different. Changed. Altered. The memories were gone, fled along with the battered and broken spirit of the Dark Lord, but the impression remained. Memories of memories.

He wasn’t sure it all meant, not exactly. But he did know that he wasn’t a child.

“I’m already involved. I didn’t see you warn me from it then. You try to understand. Do you really think I can go back to playing children’s games and worrying about whether Harry Potter will get a spot on the Quidditch team ahead of me? Of course I can’t. That won’t change even if you send me away to Beauxbatons.”

His mother recoiled as if struck physically. She closed her eyes.

“I never wanted you to look for the Dark Lord’s—I said as much to your father,” she whispered. “But he requires unswerving obedience, Draco. Loyalty unparalleled. One does not say no to him, not after pledging to him in such a way… but you, you are not Marked. What’s one little task, a delay to give you time until you join him, time to live and be as your friends are? I thought—hoped—that would be the end of it until you came of age…”

“I may not have the Mark, Mother,” Draco said, “but I am marked.” He traced the line of the scar on his head. “I think there are things that I deserve to know, considering.”

“Perhaps you are right,” said his mother, although she didn’t look too pleased at the admission.

Draco counted that as a rather large win for him. Knowledge was its own power, after all.

“So—the election? They arranged Plopp’s death, didn’t they? They must have, only I can’t figure out why.”

“I don’t believe so,” his mother said. “Truly.”

“But you don’t know?” Draco pushed.

“I keep myself out of the specifics, darling,” his mother said. “As you should, if you wish to keep our Lord’s secrets. If you remain unconcerned with your own safety, at least think of the family’s—and if that isn’t enough, that of the cause.”

“I—”

Draco paused.

“I do care about my own safety. And yours,” he said. “That’s why I want to know what’s going on—I can’t go back to Hogwarts under Dumbledore’s nose if I don’t know—”

“It is more dangerous at Hogwarts the more you know,” snapped his mother. “If you really wanted to attend Hogwarts you would be asking for an obliviation, not that we would comply. You will go to Beauxbatons, and that is the end of it.”

“And Father’s agreed to that, has he?” Draco said. “He was dead against it before—he wanted me to go to Durmstrang, but you said Hogwarts. And anyway—” But then he paused and considered what his mother had actually said. “Why is it more dangerous at Hogwarts the more I know? That makes no sense.”

“Dumbledore is a Legilimens,” his mother said. “A wizard who can look inside another’s mind. It is a rare skill—the Dark Lord has it.”

The Dark Lord – the one in the Diadem – hadn’t known that about Dumbledore. Or if he had, hadn’t worried about it.

“Dumbledore can’t have enough time to be constantly looking through his students’ heads,” Draco said dismissively. “He didn’t notice me last year.”

“You were beneath his notice last year, Draco,” his mother said. “That is precisely why you were chosen to—it is also why I could allow—Do you not think we have already discussed this, your father and I?” His mother pinched the bridge of her nose, paused, before continuing. “Were you to go back to Hogwarts with your mind unprotected as it is, you would be in danger yourself… and you would endanger us, as well. With the trial, no matter the outcome, our family will be under intense scrutiny; we should not court further scandal.” His mother poured herself another cup of tea from the teapot. “So you see now why you must go to Beauxbatons instead. It is for your own good, and ours.”

And the Dark Lord’s, Draco thought.

Draco tapped at the table and thought on it. What his mother said made perfect sense, of course. If Dumbledore could look into another wizard’s mind Draco couldn’t go back to Hogwarts. He would expose everything he knew about the Dark Lord’s whereabouts, plans, and his family’s involvement in them, not to mention whatever he knew of the others involved. And yet…

“You said if I go back ‘unprotected’—which means there’s a way I can be protected, isn’t there?” Draco asked. “Why can’t I do that instead?”

His mother said nothing at first. She nibbled at a piece of toast, sipped at her tea, and fiddled with her robes. Did seemingly anything but answer Draco’s question.

“It is a very difficult art requiring a teacher skilled in both it and legilimency. There is no one suitable to teach you.”

“So we’ll find someone. Someone foreign, perhaps, with no ties to the Ministry—there must be someone. The French side of the family?”

“We have already called on them to expedite your acceptance to Beauxbatons. The school is quite particular about late-coming students, Draco.”

“Ask them to do this instead, then. Father lent them money a while ago, didn’t he? So he has a favour he can call on.”

“They are not my family. It is your father’s decision. Please, Draco—can we not have a pleasant breakfast without talk of all—this?”

“No, Mother—I won’t…” Draco started to say, but then reconsidered. He wouldn’t be able to convince his mother otherwise over breakfast, but perhaps he could bring it up with his father instead… “As you say, Mother. How do the peacocks fare this summer? Well, I hope?”

His mother brightened immediately and regaled him with her tales of peacock husbandry while he ate his breakfast and pretended to care. As she did so Draco thought more on how he could convince his father to acquire him an occlumency instructor, and to allow him to go back to Hogwarts after the summer ended.

*

Later that week, for the first time since Draco had come home after the school year ended, he ate dinner with both of his parents in the main family dining room at the Manor. The elves had spared no effort in producing a fabulous meal and decorating the table, but Draco had little interest in that. He did notice that the grand mirror had been removed from the room – likely at his mother’s insistence so that Draco didn’t catch sight of his disfigurement – but found he didn’t care.

No, Draco had other things to worry about. He needed to speak with his father about occlumency, about taking a more active role in the Dark Lord’s plans in whatever way he could. He needed to discuss arrangements for the trial, learn whether he would have to give a statement in person. The statement to Gavelwood had been easy enough, but it would be more powerful if Draco could be present to deliver it during the trial itself.

And without all that, at the very least Draco needed to ensure his father knew what he felt about attending Beauxbatons. His father had arrived at the dinner table late, but no one had passed comment on that.

“My love, have you seen the roses in the West Garden?” his mother said over the meal – pork cooked in some sort of exotic fruit. Not a meal they’d had before. “They have finally matured and are a sight to see.”

“I have been busy,” said his father with clipped, shortened words. To Draco’s eyes he looked quite out of place sat at the table, unprepared even, although the family had eaten in such a way for every meal before Draco had gone off to Hogwarts.

But the look in his eyes was far-off, and his mannerisms not quite right. The man sat at the table was not his father, not entirely. Whatever it was that the Dark Lord had tried to do to contain his counterpart within that tarnished crown had yet to work.

At least not in the way he’d wanted.

“Well, darling, if you get the opportunity to see them, please do. They are the ones your grandmother bred—the century roses?”

His father’s face softened at that; his eyes took on something of their usual quality.

“I must remember to go and see them, my beloved,” he said. “I haven’t—there just aren’t enough hours in the day. It will become worse, of course—that is part of why I had you both eat with me this evening. We must be prepared for the trial which is to come, but I wished to spend some time with my family. As we used to.”

“Draco and I know very well how we must behave. Don’t we, Draco?” his mother said.

An allusion to their prior conversation, Draco realised. A little reminder that there was much more at stake than which school Draco had to attend.

“Of course, Mother,” Draco said. “I know how to behave. ‘Above reproach’, as you’ve always said.”

His mother relaxed.

“Wonderful, darling. Lucius, you told me that Lawmage Gavelwood is quite sure that the Wizengamot will allow Draco to present a written statement. This is very good news, is it not?”

“Indeed,” said Lucius. “The very suggestion that Draco is still recovering from what Potter has done to him will help our defence, I think.”

“Wonderful,” said Mother. “I had been worried that you would be sent away from us, my dear heart. I could not countenance such a thing, so I am very glad to hear this.”

His father turned to look at his mother, once more with that softening of his gaze. In that moment he almost looked himself.

“Ah, my dear. Ever the optimist. We shall see. But that is business—not what I would like to speak of now, at the family table. Draco, how has your French practise progressed? Your mother tells me she has given you tasks so that you are fully prepared for Beauxbatons after the summer.”

“About that, Father—I don’t want to go,” Draco said. “My French is as it ever is—I don’t need practise,” he said dismissively, “but it doesn’t matter, because I don’t think I should go to Beauxbatons. I should go back to Hogwarts instead.”

“Absolutely not,” his father said at once, interrupting. “You cannot go back to Hogwarts. For your safety and ours, and that of our Lord… no, you must go to Beauxbatons.”

“Mother tells me of occlumency, Father, and I think that if my mind is protected—”

“There is no suitable instructor, Draco,” his father said. He’d stopped eating. He stared right at Draco. “Believe me when I say this. It is far too dangerous for you to even attempt learning, and without the right teacher…”

“I’m not the only one in danger of leaking secrets, though, am I?” Draco said. “Do you know occlumency? What about Mr Nott? You both know much more than I do. Won’t the Ministry have legilimens? Legilimenses? Whatever it is. And with the trial…”

“I am proficient—” his father said. He opened his mouth as if to speak further, but his face contorted, his expression changed, and when he spoke after it, it was with the Dark Lord’s mien.

“Wormtail can teach the boy,” his father – the Dark Lord – said. “He is proficient enough that the boy can receive basic instruction; the mind arts require self-study to master, so this is suitable. I would not have a willing and able subject turned away from my service…”

The sudden switch between his father and the Dark Lord was unnerving, a sight Draco hadn’t been prepared to see even if he had known it was possible… and yet what the fragment of the Dark Lord said using his father’s mouth was promising. More promising than anything Draco had been able to come up with, at any rate.

His mother sat frozen, clearly unsure what to do, how to react. So Draco seized his opportunity.

“If Wormtail can teach me I want to learn,” Draco said.

“The boy wants to learn,” said the Dark Lord with his father’s voice and a glance at his mother. “What reason is there to deny him this? Never would I have it said that I discouraged learning, Narcissa.”

“I—but—my Lord—your counterpart, he…”

“Come now, Narcissa. You are the boy’s mother. Should you not wish for him the best in this world? To reach his true and full potential? From what I can see in your husband’s head you have been a wonderful mother; do not ruin it now,” said the fragment of the Dark Lord.

From what Draco understood of the Dark Lord’s childhood – fragmentary memories, scraps of feeling he’d seen while possessed – he’d had no mother, knew little of motherhood or what it meant, practically speaking. He had been an orphan. Had spent rather a lot of time dwelling on that, comparing himself with Harry, along with reviewing Draco’s own memories of childhood. There had been a deep fascination there when it came to families and their dynamics, especially those families such as Draco’s own.

But the Dark Lord’s memories were gone from his head now, and Draco was left only with his second-hand impressions of them, almost like a half-remembered dream, hazy and incomplete, lost upon waking. He wished he’d spent more time exploring what the Dark Lord knew, but he hadn’t thought to.

Hadn’t realised he could, not until it was too late, anyway, which was a pity as it could have come in useful now that there were two versions of the Dark Lord living at his house.

Draco’s mother seemed torn between defence of herself and her motherhood, and the proper deference meant for what was, after all, part of her husband’s sworn Lord.

“I want only the best for Draco, and for my whole family,” she said in the end, the words forced out. “If that is learning occlumency and attending Hogwarts, so be it. But I do not think—and your counterpart does not think, either—the risk worth it at this stage. When the time comes we will all be proud to have Draco take his place in the fight to cleanse our world, but that time is not now. My Lord,” she added at the end, clearly unsure whether the fragment inside her husband was worthy of the title but erring on the side of caution anyway.

Draco appreciated that; from his own time hosting the fragment, he knew that the Dark Lord was very particular about that sort of thing. It would be unwise to provoke him.

“A spirited defence of your motherhood, Narcissa,” said the Dark Lord, his father’s lips curled into a cold smile – more a sneer, really, Draco thought. “Brave, even. In any case your feelings are unimportant—”

His father’s posture shifted again as he regained control from the Dark Lord. He took several long, deep breaths and gripped the edge of the dinner table.

“My love, are you well?” asked Draco’s mother.

“I am—fine,” his father managed eventually. “It is always difficult to experience but…”

“Father, is this is still happening—if you aren’t always… yourself, how can you face trial? Isn’t it… dangerous?” Draco asked. He didn’t care about the Dark Lord’s long-term plan at that point – his father was personally risking himself, his reputation, the family’s reputation. Risking Azkaban or worse, and if he was unable to control the shard of the Dark Lord living inside his head…

“We are making excellent progress in confining it to the Diadem,” said his father dismissively, although Draco knew it was bluster. A lie to cover up his worry. “This happens less frequently every day, and by summer’s end we hope to have full control over the situation.” He paused. “No. More than hope—we will have it rectified. And I do not believe that the Dark Lord would sabotage the trial. Now, let us continue our dinner without any more talk of such things. Narcissa, my love, do tell me what you have planned for the gardens this year…”

Draco tuned his parents out. They kept up a decent enough conversation, superficial though it was, while they all ate the – admittedly exquisite meal – prepared by the elves automatically and without much thought. Instead Draco ruminated on his father’s possession, on his own experience as the Dark Lord’s flesh puppet, and what it could possibly mean for his family.

It made for grim thinking, and by the time he’d finished and made his way back to his bedroom, all he felt able to do was sink into his bed and sleep.

*

For whatever reason, after their family dinner Draco’s father had forbidden the house elves from giving him newspapers, and even from telling him what was going on outside the house. He felt trapped, almost a prisoner in his own home. More than he had before, even, as now he didn’t even have the option of commanding an elf…

The one saving grace was that he was to be allowed to learn occlumency. Nobody told him why, of course; he was simply to do as he was told, like a child. But that he was supposed to learn the complicated mind art was a good omen, at least in Draco’s estimation. Perhaps he would be able to attend Hogwarts after all.

Maybe not. But wherever he went, at least he wouldn’t be a liability, a source ripe for the picking by anyone who thought to look. The only sticking point was that he was to be taught by that cowering, simpering servile Wormtail, but that was better than not being taught at all. Draco suspected the Dark Lord’s influence. The one from the Diadem, not the original. For what purpose Draco could only speculate, but it was progress.

Father had wanted the instruction to take place in Draco’s bedroom, but the thought of Wormtail contaminating it with his filth was too much, so Draco had suggested the second solar instead as a compromise. Draco had far less attachment to the second solar, as the room was barely used even when his mother had more social engagements, and with their houseguests, hadn’t been used at all that year. It was impeccably turned out, of course, thanks to his mother’s sense of style and the house elves’ diligence, decorated in dark hardwoods and rich greens, with portraits of various Malfoy ancestors and landscape paintings to create a masculine ambience.

Draco liked the room well enough, although it wasn’t one he got to spend much time in. It was for when his father had guests he didn’t respect well enough to invite to his personal solar, or the study even – honoured enough to be taken from the main part of the house, but not quite so honoured as to be invited to the inner sanctums. Not even appropriate for the meeting with Lawmage Gavelwood, being a less intimate place than that. Perfect for meetings with Wormtail, Draco supposed, although God only knew what the man got up to in the parts of the house Draco was now forbidden from entering.

Wormtail arrived late to their lesson where Draco was already sat, ensconced, within a plush armchair topped with a stuffed erumpent head – without the horn, of course.

“You’re late,” Draco said.

“Yes,” said Wormtail. He didn’t explain further. Instead he sat himself in the chair next to Draco’s on the other side of a mahogany table topped with enamelled firecrab shell. “Do you have any understanding of occlumency? Of legilimency? Of how they work?”

“No, you blibbering idiot,” snapped Draco. “That’s why I’m here.”

Wormtail’s nose twitched, but otherwise he didn’t react to Draco’s insult.

“Good. So you will have no… preconceptions… of how this will work,” he said. “I’m not very good at legilimency, I’m afraid,” Wormtail continued, “but I know enough to teach you occlumency. I am a proficient occlumens, so I can help there—it is, fortunately, one of my few talents.”

“You aren’t exactly filling me with confidence in your abilities,” said Draco. “If you weren’t literally the only teacher available, I’d ask for another.”

Wormtail flashed him a little smile, all thin, pointed teeth.

“I have that effect on people, I’m told. So, let’s start, shall we?”

“Yes. So, how do we—”

“Legilimens!”

Wormtail’s spell took hold and Draco’s vision shifted. He could no longer see the scruffy little wizard sat in the second solar, nor the second solar itself. Instead he felt disembodied, as if floating in a sea of nothingness. At least until he recognised a memory – one of his own. It filled his vision quite unlike a memory usually did; it felt real, almost as if he was living it again, and yet he was watching it.

It was the day Harry had won the free marathon race against Viktor Krum and that Italian girl. Draco had been watching from the stands only half-there, distracted by the lingering presence of the Dark Lord, weaker though it was outside of the castle on the grounds. But even with that, Draco remembered the burning jealousy as it spread through his chest.

Harry, getting to fly against Viktor Krum in the finals, where Draco had been knocked out without a medal. Harry, getting to win against Viktor Krum. Harry, winning himself yet more glory when he was already covered in—

And then Draco felt it, the lumbering, clumsy hand of Wormtail as he thundered through Draco’s head looking for memories. No finesse, Wormtail moved like a giant, and swept aside Draco’s very consciousness as he looked for another memory. This time, one of Draco and Pansy in the—

No! Draco thought. He pushed against the presence, sought to deny it what it wanted. Some things ought to remain private, especially from leering little lechers like Wormtail. The memory slipped away, but Wormtail simply clattered into another, dredging it up from the depths of Draco’s mind.

Draco squirmed, dimly aware that his body still sat in the second solar, but unable to connect it with his consciousness, trapped inside his mind with Wormtail as he punched, ripped, and pulled through Draco’s memories.

How am I supposed to fight this? Draco thought.

Push, said another voice. Wormtail’s, guiding him, perhaps?

So Draco pushed. It was easy enough to find Wormtail, whose clumsy ministrations marked his passage like a man shouting in a library, but Draco floundered on the pushing. What did it mean – what could it mean – to push someone out of his mind?

There was no spell, no set of words he could focus on to activate his magic. He just had… what? What did he have? Nothing. Nothing save his innate magic and willpower, Draco realised in the end.

So Draco pushed. He mustered every last ounce of stubbornness, every last bit of drive, and heaved at the bullish presence in his mind. He met little resistance and felt Wormtail slip from his mind, and when he was gone, Draco jerked suddenly back to awareness in his chair.

“That was good,” Wormtail said, sweating. “Again.”

And so it went. Draco struggled to push Wormtail out, and almost as soon as he’d succeeded, Wormtail would enter his mind again. He kept Draco at it for hours until eventually, Draco was sent away. When he left the second solar he realised it was nearly time for dinner.

*

Draco had an occlumency session with Wormtail daily – more properly, all of Draco’s days were occlumency sessions with Wormtail, with the sole exception of meals with his mother. His father was nowhere to be seen, apparently elsewhere in the Manor or attending preparatory sessions for the trial, but for all Draco knew he could have been literally anywhere.

He still wasn’t allowed a paper, or seemingly any news of the outside world. He’d tried commanding Dobby to bring him a copy of the Prophet, and the elf had merely cringed before him and offered a litany of pathetic excuses. It made such a sorry sight Draco hadn’t tried again.

Fortunately, Wormtail seemed unconcerned with his parents’ rules and drip-fed him little bits of news over the course of their sessions in the second solar.

“Harry and that girl have their first Tournament bout soon,” Wormtail said between a pair of Draco’s attempts at occlumency. “Isn’t that nice?”

Whether the news was supposed to galvanise Draco or frustrate him to make him less effective, Draco couldn’t say. But it did neither. In fact, Draco found that he didn’t care. Whatever Harry and Tracey did had no effect on him, would have no effect until the Dark Lord’s plans came to fruition and Draco was a soldier in his army. A general. Metaphorically speaking, because as far as Draco understood that Dark Lord didn’t consider himself to have an army and it had no formalised hierarchy.

There would glory aplenty then. Next to that, what was the European Circuit’s Summer Tournament but a trifle? A child’s thing.

“Are we learning occlumency or sitting around chatting like old hags?” Draco said. “Let’s go again.”

“As you wish, Master Draco,” said Wormtail, flashing that ratty little smile. “Legilimens!”

And so it went, day after day. With each day came another day of Wormtail invading his mind, and Draco attempting to push him out. Trying not to think, but without thinking about not thinking. Forcing Wormtail and his clumsy touch away from his most treasured memories and flying into a rage when he couldn’t.

It was almost enough for Draco to forget he’d barely seen anyone else since before the start of the holidays. Not quite, but almost – his mother still insisted the healer come once a week for a follow up session, although Draco couldn’t see why. But it was the healer more than anything else that reminded Draco of why he was locked away inside the Manor, why he hadn’t seen any of his friends, why the next time he left he would—

Well, that wasn’t something he wanted to think about overly much.

It was at one such session with the healer that Draco found himself on a Tuesday afternoon near to the end of the summer in a featureless, sterile room with not an ounce of personality. Oh, it had tables and chairs; a portrait of a snoozing Malfoy from centuries ago; elegant drapes around the windows – but it was all hand-picked by his mother to be drab, boring. A healing ambience, she’d said when Draco questioned her on it. A dismal little box, Draco had thought, but rather than risk his mother’s ire, he’d said nothing. Ahead of the trial they still had to pretend he was recovering. Still ill, still feeling the aftereffects of an unknown curse cast upon him by Harry.

“How are you feeling, Draco?” the man asked after the end of his usual routine – dozens of spells cast, none of which Draco knew; examinations of Draco’s legs, for whatever bizarre reason; probing questions and that fucking way he said ‘Draco’, all mock sympathy, as if he cared.

Draco hadn’t bothered to learn the healer’s name.

“The same as ever.”

“No pain around your scar? I notice the scar has faded quite well now—I think we’ve reached the end of the healing process now.”

“We’ve not reached the end of anything,” Draco snapped. “I don’t see you sat here with a fucking scar plastered all across your forehead.”

The healer seemed unfazed by Draco’s outburst.

“Well, no,” he said. “And the pain?”

“No pain,” said Draco eventually. “Tingling, sometimes. Light-headedness. Stuff like that. But no pain.”

“That’s good. With an injury like this one it’s always hard to say what the healing process will be like. No changes to the colour of the scar? Texture, perhaps?”

“I—no, I don’t think so,” said Draco. “It’s stayed the same. Red, raised, ugly.”

“That’s really good to hear, Draco,” the healer said. “Really good.”

Draco fought the urge to roll his eyes. He knew the healer didn’t give a fig about him, was there because he was being paid – handsomely – to heal Draco and keep quiet about everything. Paid more than some families got in an entire year, Draco imagined, but money well worth it to keep the family free from scandal.

And really, there was nothing more he could do. Draco’s scars had healed as well as they ever would, and the gaping void left behind by the Dark Lord was something Draco would have to fill himself. Glimpses of arcane power, knowledge and experience that left a lingering silhouette against his mind… but only just. Draco couldn’t even tell the healer about any of that, anyway, so even if there had been some treatment – which was unlikely – Draco was barred from it.

“Are we done?” Draco asked, keen to be away. Not that he had anywhere to be, or even anyone to see.

“Almost,” said the healer. “Your father asked me to check whether you’ve been having dreams. Strange dreams, ones that don’t seem like your own. He said it might be related to the curse on the item. Are you?”

Draco paused. He had been, of course. The Dark Lord’s soul was gone from his mind – of that, he was certain, since it now inhabited his father – and with it the memories it had contained. But Draco didn’t think it was possible for two souls to share one body without there being some sort of bleeding, a transfer of some kind. His studies in occlumency suggested that was the origin of the dreams, memories of a memory incorporated into his own mind’s stock. Nothing to worry about, at least relative to being possessed by the soul of an immortal Dark Lord.

“No,” Draco said eventually. The healer wouldn’t be able to help with them anyway. And he didn’t particularly like the idea of his father knowing about the dreams, not with how much effort he’d put into the occlumency. They seemed like something that would change his father’s plans for Draco, and Draco wanted none of that.

“Are you sure?” the healer asked. “Because if you are having dreams I can prescribe a tapering course of Dreamless Sleep potions so that you can—”

“They’re my fucking dreams; of course I’m sure,” Draco said. “So, we’re done then, aren’t we?” he continued. “This is our last session. I’d say it was a pleasure to meet you, but it really wasn’t.”

“It’s our last session if I sign off on your health,” the healer said hesitantly. “But I’m not sure you’re ready…”

Draco bit back the insult – fucking money-grabbing little peasant, more sessions and more gold – and settled for something better. A bit more balanced.

“I’m ready,” Draco said. “There’s nothing more you can do; you said that. The fucking scar is as healed as it will ever be, and I’m not having dreams or visions or any of that bullshit. The tingling, the confusion, all of that, that’s just—there’s nothing we can do about that. But it’s not a problem. I’m fine. I can cope with that.” And he could, as it didn’t really exist. Was just a front put on for the Wizengamot so they looked more favourably on him at trial.

Anything to cast some doubt on Harry’s story.

“So, you can go, and hopefully we can never see each other again.”

When the Dark Lord resumed his former power he would surely have healers of his own amongst his loyal Death Eaters, and any future injuries Draco received would be better tended to by someone in the know. Not this fucking useless—

Draco took a breath to calm himself, put his occlumency training into action and cleared his mind of the impulse to shout and snarl at the healer. If word got to his parents that he couldn’t control his temper he’d never be allowed out again.

“Look. I’m sorry I snapped at you,” Draco said. He clasped his hands together and held them tight so as not to betray his frustration with the tap, tap, tap of his fingers against the table. “I’ve been cooped up here all summer recovering from a curse wound. And with the trial… I’m sure you can understand that. But I really am fine now—there’s nothing more that needs to be done. I got in an … altercation … and now I’ve recovered. That’s it.”

The healer nodded slowly.

“Alright, Draco. I’ll inform your parents we’ve reached the end of our treatment course. I’ll prescribe the Dreamless Sleep potions anyway, but I’ll be sure to tell your parents you don’t need to take them. They’re there just in case. Now, I believe I need an escort to see your parents?”

Draco didn’t want the fucking potions, and opened his mouth to say so, but thought the better of it at the last moment. It was near enough the end of the summer, and he didn’t want anything to prevent him from returning to Hogwarts – or, if his parents really were set on Beauxbatons, taking his Portkey to France and getting out of the Manor.

Even that was better than the gilded cage home had become.

“This way,” Draco said as he rose from his seat. He left the dreary little box behind, hopefully for the last time, and led the healer to where his parents waited in one of the more public rooms of the Manor, keeping his mind as empty as possible all the while.

*

A few days after the healer had pronounced him fully healed, Father came to see Draco in his bedroom. It was the first time Draco had seen him since the dinner where the Dark Lord had taken control, and the look on the man’s face was inscrutable. He had that hard look in his eyes again, the coldness never usually there, that Draco associated with possession by the Dark Lord, and yet his posture was all Lucius Malfoy – down to the easy way he sat himself in the chair.

Draco regarded him warily.

“Draco. How good it is to see you. I know we have both been so busy these past weeks that we have spent little time together. But we have some time now.”

“My occlumency has come along very well, Father,” Draco offered. “Wormtail says that—”

“Yes, so I’ve been told,” interrupted his father. “We will see.”

“Yes, of course, Father,” Draco said. “I think I’m good enough now that even if—”

“We still have much to discuss, Draco,” said his father, cutting him off again. “But for now, know that we are proud of you. There is someone else who wants to test your skills at occlumency before we can be sure… before it is certain that you may… but Wormtail assures me you will have no trouble passing this last, small test. Are you ready, Draco?”

“I’m not—I don’t—ready for what, Father?”

“To meet our Lord,” his father said, staring deep into Draco’s eyes. The gaze Draco met wasn’t quite his father’s, not quite the Dark Lord’s either. Something different. Something other. Draco fought the urge to look away.

“Yes,” he said.

End of Interlude 2

To be continued in The Basilisk’s Fang
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